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consumer prices remained stable because the production of agricultural and 
manufactured goods, together with the population base, grew at levels high enough 
to absorb the expanding money supply caused by the influx of outside silver. 

Moreover, since additional increments to the money supply did not flow out of the 
province, newly minted silver percolated freely throughout Bengali society, 
penetrating ever lower levels and facilitating the kinds of land transfers and cash 
advances that necessarily accompanied an expanding agrarian frontier. The 
importance of ready cash in this process is suggested in Mukundaram's Candl- 
Mangala, composed around 1590. In it, the goddess Chandi gives the poem's hero, 
Kalaketu, a valuable ring and tells him to exchange it for cash. With the money thus 
obtained— seventy million tankas— Kalaketu is to clear the forest and establish a city 
and temple in honor of the goddess. Once the land is ready for agricultural 
operations, Kalaketu promises to advance Kayastha landlords as much cash as they 
need for their own thousands of laborers ( praja , lit., "subjects") to come and settle on 
the newly claimed lands. 1 — ] Such contemporary literary evidence points, not only to 
the high level of monetization in the late sixteenth century, but to the role that cash 
played in transforming virgin jungle into settled agrarian communities. 

In sum, a number of factors— natural, political, and economic— combined to 
create the seventeenth century's booming rice frontier in theeast: the eastward 
movement of Bengal's rivers and hence of the active delta, the region's political and 
commercial integration with Mughal India, and the growth in the money supply with 
the influx of outside silver in payment for locally manufactured textiles. We shall see 
that the high volume of cash circulating in Bengal during the Mughal period not only 
contributed to the movement of men and resources to and within the frontier. It also 
depersonalized economic transactions by permitting land to change hands across 
communal or cultural lines. Finally, Bengal's rice boom coincided both in time and 
place— the eastern delta between the late sixteenth and early eighteenth centuries— 
with the emergence of a Muslim peasantry. Such a correlation between economic 
change and religious change invites inquiry into their possible connections. 


Charismatic Pioneers on the Agrarian Frontier 

The advance of wet rice agriculture into formerly forested regions is one of the oldest 
themes of Bengali history. Wang Ta-yuan, the Chinese merchant who visited the delta 
in 1349-50, observed that the Bengalis "owe all their tranquility and prosperity to 
themselves, for its source lies in their devotion to agriculture, whereby a land 
originally covered with jungle has been reclaimed by their unremitting toil in tilling 
and planting.. ..The riches and integrity of its people surpass, perhaps, those of Ch'iu- 
chiang (Palembang) and equal those of Chao-wa (Java)." 1 — ] 


Although peoples of the delta had been transforming forested lands to rice fields 
long before the coming of Muslims, what was new from at least the sixteenth century 
on was the association of Muslim holy men ( plr ), or charismatic persons popularly 
identified as such, with forest clearing and land reclamation. In popular memory, 
some of these men swelled into vivid mythico-historical figures, saints whose lives 
served as metaphors for the expansion of both religion and agriculture. They have 
endured precisely because, in the collective folk memory, their careers captured and 
telescoped a complex historical socioreligious process whereby a land originally 
forested and non-Muslim became arable and predominantly Muslim. Let us begin by 
examining twentieth-century narratives and work our way back through the 
nineteenth, eighteenth, and seventeenth centuries to the sixteenth century, the 
earliest period to which traditions of pioneering holy men in Bengal can confidently be 
dated. 

According to oral narratives collected in the 1980s, a certain Mehr'Ali is said to 
have come to the jungles of Jessore from the Deccan in the early Mughal period, 
accompanied by his sister and another companion. Having arrived in a settlement now 
named after him, Mehrpur, this holy man assisted the local population in clearing the 
jungle and in making possible the cultivation of wet rice. [42] In Murarbond, in the 
Habiganj region of Sylhet District, Shah Saiyid Nasir al-Din is said to have come from 
the Middle East in the Mughal period and instructed the local population in clearing 
the land and planting rice; before him, the land had been jungle. He also taught them 
the rudiments of Islam. In Pail, several miles from Habiganj, stands the shrine of 
another pioneer holy man who is said to have come from the Middle East and taught 
the local people the techniques of rice farming and the fundamentals of Islam. Later, 
his sons settled in what are now the Comilla and Sylhet districts, where they did the 
same. 1111 In Pingla, Midnapur District, a Muslim holy man named Khondkar Shah 'Ala 
is said to have founded a settlement on land donated by Sultan Taj Khan Karrani (r. 
1564-65), who instructed the plr to let a horse roam from dawn to noon, with the 
understanding that the enclosed area would be his spiritual and terrestrial domain for 
life. Arriving and settling in the area with his family, Khondkar Shah cleared the area 
of its forests with the help of the local people, whom he converted to Islam. Both 
during and after his lifetime the community honored him as their plr. 1 —' 1 

The gazetteer for Khulna District, compiled in 1908, reports that in the early 
twentieth century parts of the Sundarban forests were still identified with the 
charismatic authority of Muslim holy men. 1451 In 1898 James Wise wrote of Zindah 
Ghazi, a legendary protector of woodcutters and boatmen all over the eastern delta, 
who was "believed to reside deep in the jungle, to ride about on tigers, and to keep 
them so subservient to his will that they dare not touch a human being without his 
express commands. In 1833 another British officer, Francis Buchanan, noted that 
plrs and tigers of Dinajpur District usually inhabited the same tracts of the woods: 

As these animals seldom attack man in this district, the Pir is generally allowed by persons of both religions 
to have restrained the natural ferocity of the beast, or, as it is more usually said, has given the tiger no order 
to kill man. The tiger and Faquirs [holy men] are therefore on a very good footing, and the latter.. .assures 
the people that he [the tiger] is perfectly harmless toward all such as respect the saint, and make him 
offerings. [izI 

The earliest European notice of the symbiotic relationship between the delta's tigers 
and its Muslim holy men, or their tombs, dates to 1670. [ — ] 

Based on traditions collected in 1857, Wise also wrote of Mubarra Ghazi, a 
legendary plr identified with clearing the Sundarban forests of Twenty-four Parganas. 
This saint, he wrote, "is said to have been a faqir, who reclaimed the jungle tracts 
along the left bank of the river Hooghly, and each villager has an altar dedicated to 
him. No one will enter the forest, and no crew will sail through the district, without 
first of all making offerings to one of the shrines. The faqirs residing in these 
pestilential forests, claiming to be lineally descended from the Ghazi, indicate with 
pieces of wood, called Sang, the exact limits within which the forest is to be cut." [ — ] 

By appealing to the saint's authority for delimiting the areas in the forest to be cut, 
men claiming descent from Mubarra Ghazi continued to acknowledge the saint's 
religious sovereignty in this part of the delta. 

Another nineteenth-century narrative concerns the career of Khan Jahan (d. 
1459), the patron saint of Bagerhat in Khulna, near the edge of the Sundarban 
forests. The inscription on his tomb identifies this man as "Ulugh Khan-i 'Azam Khan 


Jahan," suggesting he was an ethnic Turk ("Ulugh") and a high-ranking officer 
("Khan-i 'Azam") in the Bengal sultanate. 1551 His remembered accomplishments 
include clearing the local jungle preparatory to rice cultivation, converting the local 
population to Islam, and constructing many roads and mosques in the area. 1 — 1 
According to local traditions collected in 1870, he had come to the region 

to reclaim and cultivate the lands in the Sundarbans, which were at that time waste and covered with forest. 
He obtained from the emperor, or from the king of Gaur, a jaghir [revenue assignment] of these lands, and 
in accordance with it established himself on them. The tradition of his cutcherry site [court] in both places 
corresponds with this view of his position, and the fact of his undertaking such large works— works which 
involve the necessity of supporting quite an army of laborers— also points to his position as receiver of the 
rents, or chief of the cultivation of the soil. ...After he had lived a long time as a great zamindar, he withdrew 
himself from worldly affairs and dwelt as a faqir. 1521 

Khan Jahan was clearly an effective leader, since superior organizational skills and 
abundant manpower were necessary for transforming the region's formerly thick 
jungle into rice fields: the land had to be embanked along streams in order to keep 
the salt water out, the forest had to be cleared, tanks had to be dug for water supply 
and storage, and huts had to be built for the workers. When these tasks were 
accomplished, rice had to be planted immediately, lest a reed jungle soon return. 
These were all arduous operations, made more difficult by the ever-present dangers 
of tigers and fevers. 1 — ] Khan Jahan also turned his men to stupendous works of 
architecture. Surveys have credited him with having built over fifty monuments 
around Bagerhat, while oral traditions claim for him 360 mosques and as many large 
tanks. 1511 Some 126 tanks in Bara Bazar, ten miles north of Jessore town, are also 
attributed to him, as is the construction of numerous roads in the Bagerhat region. 1 — 1 
The unparalleled masterpiece of the Bagerhat complex is the Saithgumbad mosque, 
which, with its sixty-seven domes and measurements of 157 by 106 feet, is even 
today the largest mosque in Bangladesh. 1551 In short, Khan Jahan is remembered, not 
just as a forest pioneer, but as a civilization builder in the widest sense. 

From eighteenth-century British revenue accounts, we learn of Pir'Umar Shah, 
the patron saint of Ambarabad in Noakhali District. This man, after whom the region 
was named, is said to have come to the jungles of Noakhali from Iran in the early 
1700s and to have "lived there in his boat working miracles and making multitudes of 
converts by whom the wastes were gradually reclaimed." 1 — 1 The area cleared by Pir 
'Umar Shah and his local followers covered about 175 square miles of land, which 
Mughal authorities in 1734 declared a separate pargana, their basic territorial unit of 
administration. Some thirty years later, control over revenue collection in Bengal 
passed to the British, who described the area as virgin forest recently cleared and 
brought into cultivation for the first time by a number of small landholders called 
jangal-burl ta'alluqdars, or "jungle-cutting landholders." These landholders claimed 
that they had originally been independent of any governmental authority, and only 
later had "requested" Mughal authorities to appoint collectors, or zamindars, to 
manage the collection of their revenue due to the state. The first two collectors were 
the sons of Pir 'Umar Shah, the man who had converted the local people to Islam and 
organized them for the purpose of clearing the jungle. The ta'alluqdars allowed both 
sons a share of the revenue of several of their villages, and in 1734 one of them, 
Aman Allah, built a mosque in the town of Bazra, five miles north of Begamgunj. 1 — 1 
Mughal authority and Islamic institutions thus reached the Noakhali interior at roughly 
the same time. 

Pir'Umar Shah must have established contact with the people of Noakhali before 
1734, for that was when Mughal authorities organized the region he settled into a 
pargana, by definition a district capable of producing revenue. Although the men who 
cleared the forests claimed to have "requested" government-appointed revenue 
collectors, it is more likely that by 1734 they were forced to come to terms with 
Mughal power in that part of Noakhali, and that the provincial government, 
recognizing the sons of Pir 'Umar Shah as persons of local influence on their 
southeastern frontier, found it expedient to rely on them for purposes of revenue 
collection. Thus, as the state incorporated these forest-dwelling peoples within its 
political orbit, the charismatic authority of the pir became routinized into the 
bureaucratic authority of the pir’s two sons, now transformed into government 
collectors. 


Legends of pioneering pJrs can be found in Bengali literature of the seventeenth 
century. The epic poem Ray-Mangala, composed by Krishnaram Das in 1686, 
concerns a conflict between a tiger god named Daksin Ray and a Muslim named Badi' 
Ghazi Khan. As the former name means "King of the South," or Lower Bengal, the 
tiger god was evidently understood as a sovereign deity of the Sundarban forest 
generally, whereas Badi' Ghazi Khan likely represents a personified memory of the 
penetration of these same forests by Muslim pioneers. Although the encounter 
between these two was initially hostile, the conflict was ultimately resolved in 
compromise: the tiger god would continue to exercise authority over the whole of 
Lower Bengal, yet people would show respect to Badi' Ghazi Khan by worshiping his 
burial spot, marked by a symbol of the tiger god's head. 1521 In this, way Badi' Ghazi 
Khan, probably the legendary residue of some sanctified pioneer like Khan Jahan or 
Pir 'Umar Shah, was remembered as having established the cult of Islam in the 
Sundarban forests. 

It was also in the seventeenth century that traditions concerning Bengal's most 
famous Muslim saint, Shah Jalal Mujarrad (d. 1346) of Sylhet, became transformed in 
ways approximating present-day oral accounts. We have seen in Chapter 3 that the 
earliest written record of Shah Jalal's life, composed in the mid 1500s, identified the 
saint as a Turk sent to India by a Central Asian plr for the purpose of waging war 
against the infidel. Later hagiographical traditions, however, substantially 
reinterpreted his career. The Suhail-i Yaman, a biography compiled in the mid 
nineteenth century, but based on manuscripts dating to the seventeenth century, 1 — ] 
identifies the saint not as a Turk from Turkestan sent to India by a Central Asian Sufi 
but as an Arab from Yemen sent to India by a Sufi master in Mecca. 1 — ] Giving him a 
clump of soil, the master instructed Shah Jalal to wander through the world until he 
found a place whose soil exactly corresponded to it. Only after he had reached Bengal 
and assisted in the defeat of the raja of Sylhet did he discover that the soil there 
exactly matched his clump. He therefore selected the mound of earth he had tested 
as the site of his khanaqah, or Sufi hospice. [fi2] An almost identical version of this 
story is found in oral traditions recounted in the 1970s by villagers of Pabna District, 
nearly two hundred miles west of Sylhet in the central delta. When asked about the 
Islamization of Bengal, they responded with the story of Shah Jalal and his clump of 
soil, maintaining that one of the reasons Islam had flourished in the delta was that 
the soil had been right for Shah Jalal's message. 1 — ] Thus, if sixteenth-century 
biographers depicted Shah Jalal as a holy warrior, and used his career as a vehicle for 
explaining the political transition from Hindu Bengal to Muslim Bengal, traditions 
dating from the seventeenth century saw Shah Jalal through the prism of agrarian 
piety, and viewed the saint as representing Bengal's transition not only from pre- 
Islam to Islam, but from a pre-agrarian to an agrarian economy. 

The sixteenth century is the earliest firm horizon for the appearance of 
pioneering shaikhs in either Persian or Bengali sources. Composed in the Burdwan 
region around 1590, at the dawn of Mughal rule in Bengal, Mukundaram's CandJ- 
Mangaia celebrates the goddess Chandi and her human agent, the hunter Kalaketu. 1 — ] 
As noted above, the goddess entrusted Kalaketu with temporal sovereignty over her 
forest kingdom on the condition that he, as king, renounce the violent career of 
hunting and bring peace on earth by promoting her cult. To this end Kalaketu was 
enjoined to oversee the clearing of the jungle and to establish there an ideal city 
whose population would cultivate the land and worship the king's divine benefactor, 
Chandi. Just as the goddess extended her protection to the king, so also Kalaketu 
extended his protection to the peasants, to whose chiefs he gave golden earrings, 
symbolizing his intermediary role between them and the goddess. To assist the 
beginnings of agriculture, Kalaketu promised not to collect any revenue for six years. 
Moreover, he gave each cultivator a document ( patta ) recognizing his tenure, and 
specified that payment of taxes, when collected, would be based on the number of 
plows. Attracted by such favorable terms and promises, peasants and other rural 
castes representing the full complement of Bengali society as Mukundaram saw it, 
emerged in the new forest kingdom and took an oath of loyalty to the king by 
accepting a piece of betel from his mouth. 

Mukundaram's poem can thus be read as a grand epic dramatizing the process of 
civilization-building in the Bengal delta, and specifically, the push of agrarian 


civilization into formerly forested lands. It is true that the model of royal authority 
that informed Mukundaram's work is unambiguously Hindu. The king, Kalaketu, was 
both a devotee of the forest goddess Chandi and a Hindu raja in the medieval (i.e., 
post-eighth-century) sense, while the peasant cultivators in the poem showed their 
allegiance to the king by accepting betel nut from his mouth, an act drawing directly 
on the common Hindu ritual expressing devotion to a deity, the pOja ceremony. Yet it 
was Muslims who were the principal pioneers responsible for clearing the forest, 
making it possible for both the city and its rice fields to flourish. "The Great Hero 
[Kalaketu] is clearing the forest," wrote the poet, 

Hearing the news, outsiders came from various lands. 

The Hero then bought and distributed among them Heavy knives [kath-da], 
axes [ kuthar ], battle-axes [ tang! ], and pikes [ban]. 

From the north came the Das (people), One hundred of them advanced. 

They were struck with wonder on seeing the Hero, Who distributed betel nut 
to each of them. 

From the south came the harvesters Five hundred of them under one 
organizer. 

From the west came Zafar Mian, Together with twenty-two thousand men. 
Sulaimani beads in their hands. They chanted the names of their plr and the 
Prophet [ pegambar ]. 

Having cleared the forest They established markets. 

Hundreds and hundreds of foreigners Ate and entered the forest. 

Hearing the sound of the ax. Tigers became apprehensive and ran away, 
roaring. 1 — ] 

Muslim pioneers are here unambiguously associated with important processes taking 
place in the poet's time— the clearing of forests and the establishment of local 
markets. Moreover, the Muslims involved in forest-clearing operations are said to 
have come from the west, suggesting origins in Upper India or beyond, in contrast to 
the aboriginals ("the Das people") who came from the north and the harvesters who 
came from the south— that is, from within the delta. Far surpassing the other pioneers 
in point of numbers, the twenty-two thousand Muslims were led by one "Zafar Mian," 
evidently the chieftain or the organizer of the Muslim work force. It is also significant 
that members of that force of laborers chanted the name of a plr, quite possibly that 
of Zafar Mian himself. [M1 In sum, while the poem cannot be read as an eyewitness 
historical narrative, we know that its author drew the themes of his poem from the 
culture of his own day. Even if there had been no historical "Zafar Mian," the poet was 
clearly familiar with the theme of thousands of Muslims attacking the forest under the 
leadership of charismatic plrs. 

As a final literary illustration of Islamization and agrarian expansion, we may 
examine the legendary career of Shaikh Jalal al-Din Tabrizi, the patron saint of 
Pandua in the northwestern delta. In Chapter 3. we saw that early Persian 
hagiographies identify this saint as a holy warrior and a destroyer of temples. But a 
quite different view of Shaikh Tabrizi is found in an extraordinary Sanskrit text, 
Sekasubhodaya. Although the events described in this work are set in the period 
immediately prior to the Turkish conquest, and although its author purports to have 
been the minister of Lakshmana Sena, the Hindu king defeated by the Turks in 1204, 
the composition of the text as we have it dates from the sixteenth century. 1 — ] This 
means that the composition of the Sekasubhodaya, like that of Mukundaram's Candl- 
Mangala, was contemporary with the early consolidation of Mughal power in the delta. 
Like Mukundaram's and Krishnaram Das's poems, this too belongs to the mangala- 
kavya genre of premodern Bengali literature, a genre that typically glorified a 
particular deity and promised the deity's followers bountiful auspiciousness in return 
for their devotion. The hero of the Sekasubhodaya is not a traditional Bengali deity, 
however, but Shaikh Jalal al-Din Tabrizi himself. 1 — 1 

The account makes Shaikh Tabrizi a native not of Tabriz in Iran but of the 
kingdom of "Attava" [ — ] — perhaps identifiable with ancient atavya, in present-day 
Mandia District, Madhya Pradesh— and relates that the holy man had been ordered by 
the "Great Person" {pradhanpurusa , i.e., God) to go to "the eastern country," where 
he would meet Raja Lakshmana Sena, known for his hostility to Muslims. [Zfil The 
account thus fixes Shaikh Tabrizi's career in Bengal at a time before the Turkish 


conquest. [Z1] Giving him an amulet, a pot of water, a staff (Ar., 'asa), a pair of shoes 
with which to walk on fire or water, and the necklaces of two celestial nymphs, the 
"Great Person" charged Shaikh Tabrizi with the task of building a "house of God" 

(i devasadana ), or mosque, in Lakshmana Sena's kingdom. 1 — ] After traveling to "the 
eastern country" the shaikh, wearing his magical shoes, reached the banks of the 
Ganges in the Sena capital city. 

Bowing low his head to the (river) goddess after muttering "Ganga, Ganga," the king saw him in the west, 
(walking) over water. He, wearing black clothes, stalwart, engaged in putting on a turban and looking about, 
was approaching the king quicker and quicker. ...The king said: "I have indeed seen a wondrous act: (a man) 
rising up from the stream and walking on water. His person appears shining with the glow of penance. " [zal 

The two having met, the shaikh questioned the validity of the king's title "ruler of the 
earth" and challenged the Hindu monarch to cause a nearby heron to release a fish 
caught in its bill. When the king declined, the shaikh merely glanced at the bird, which 
at once dropped the fish. Seeing this, the astonished Lakshmana Sena asked for the 
shaikh's grace {prasad), [Z4] and from then on remained a steadfast devotee of Shaikh 
Tabrizi, who assured him, "As long as I am (here) you have nothing to fear." [Z5] 
Meanwhile the shaikh proceeded to win over the city's populace by performing a 
variety of miracles, such as subduing three tigers that had threatened the son of a 
washerman, reviving a dead man, and rescuing a ship caught in a gale. 1 — ] 

It is when Shaikh Tabrizi sets out to build a mosque, to be located in the ancient 
Hindu political center of Pandua, that the story takes on special interest. Having first 
cleared the selected mosque site of demons, the shaikh consecrates the area by 
offering handfuls of holy water in turn to the "Great Person," to Sunrise Mount in the 
east, to the Himalayas to the north, to his parents, to the people of the world, to any 
king who will honor him, to anyone in the village who will honor him, and to those 
who desire money and children. 1 — ] For his part, Lakshmana Sena donates forest land 
for the site of the mosque and orders masons to contribute their labor toward building 
it. This done, Shaikh Tabrizi "invited people from the country and had them settled in 
that land." 1 — 1 Thus we see a division of labor between the Muslim holy man and the 
Hindu monarch: the former performs magical and ritual feats appropriate for 
establishing the mosque, while the latter discharges the kingly functions of donating 
forest land and mobilizing a labor force. It is significant that the shaikh is made to 
play the central role in the land's transition from forest to paddy; it is he, and not the 
monarch, who invites people to settle the formerly forested land. 

The text also tells us how the mosque, once built, was managed. The shaikh 
informed Lakshmana Sena that the institution should be endowed so that it could 
make a charitable donation of fifty coins a day to all persons, whether kings or 
beggars. When asked for money for this purpose, the king replied that he did not 
have the cash, but would donate villages and lands instead. This done. Shaikh Tabrizi 
acquired a list of settled villages, ordered them surveyed, and had documents 
prepared fixing their combined revenue at 22,000 (coins). [zs] "Then," continued the 
text, "the sheikh brought (all men) together and issued documents of settlement." 
When this was done, he arranged for the daily distribution of the revenues in charity 
to indebted persons, travelers, the lowborn, and the poor. [sel 

We are not concerned here with recovering the "historical" Shaikh Jalal al-Din 
Tabrizi. We should rather see the Sekasubhodaya as revealing the folk process at 
work: the shaikh's career is made a metaphor for historical changes experienced by 
people all over the delta. Above all, the story seeks to make sense of the gradual 
cultural shift, well under way by the sixteenth century, when the text achieved its 
present form, from a Bengali Hindu world to a Bengali Muslim world. This was 
accomplished in part by presenting the new in the guise of the familiar. Even as 
Shaikh Tabrizi established what was initially an alien cult, he did so within a Hindu 
conceptual framework: his person shone with "the glow of penance," or tapah- 
prabhab, which in classical Indian thought refers to the power acquired through the 
practice of ascetic austerities; the "grace" he gave to the king was prasad, the food 
that a Hindu deity gives a devotee; the shaikh's consecration of the mosque followed 
a ritual program consistent with the consecration of a Hindu temple; and the shaikh's 
patron deity, "Allah," although not identified with a Hindu deity, was given the generic 
and hence portable name pradhanpurusa , "Great Person." 

Shorn of the fabulous qualities characteristic of all man'gala-kavya literature, the 
Sekasubhodaya suggests something of how the Islamic frontier and the agrarian 


frontier converged in the premodern period. Instead of presenting the shaikh as a 
holy warrior— at no point in the narrative does he engage the Hindus of Pandua in 
armed combat— the text seeks to connect the diffusion of Islam with the diffusion of 
agrarian society. In this respect, several elements in the story are crucial: (1) the 
shaikh's charismatic authority and organizational ability, (2) the construction of the 
mosque, (3) state support of the institution, (4) the shaikh's initiative in settling 
forested lands transferred to the institution, and (5) the transformation of formerly 
forested lands into wealth-producing agrarian communities that would continue to 
support the mosque. In this way, the poem sketches a model of patronage— a mosque 
linked economically with the hinterland and politically with the state— that was 
fundamental to the expansion of Muslim agrarian civilization throughout the delta. 

In sum, from the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries, Bengalis have kept alive 
memories of charismatic plrs whose authority rested on three overlapping bases: their 
connection with the forest, a wild and dangerous domain that they were believed to 
have subdued; their connection with the supernatural world, a marvelous, powerful 
realm, with which they were believed to wield continuing influence; and their 
connection with mosques, which they were believed to have built, thereby 
institutionalizing the cult of Islam. Whereas the first two bases may or may not have 
been present in any one plr, the third was present in nearly all cases, with Shaikh 
Tabrizi's mosque at Pandua having established the paradigmatic model. 

Moreover, as happened in the case of the sons of Pir 'Umar Shah of Naokhali, 
some of these men or their descendants became petty landholders. In cases where 
religious charisma became transformed into landholding rights, or supplemented such 
rights, a new class of men emerged— Bengal's "religious gentry." Combining piety with 
land tenure, this class played a decisive role in establishing Islamic institutions in 
Bengal's countryside during the Mughal period. Two sorts of data at our disposal 
reveal the evolution of this class: contemporary Persian records pertaining to land 
transfers and village surveys of the early twentieth century. The remainder of this 
chapter will be devoted to examining the latter type of data so far as concerns two 
districts in the heart of Bengal's active delta: Bakarganj and Dhaka. 


The Religious Gentry in Bakarganj and Dhaka, 1650-1760 

Known in Mughal times as sarkar Bakla, and in British times as Bakarganj District, the 
lower Bengali coastal region consisting of the present-day Barisal and Patuakhali 
districts had long been an economic frontier zone. Lying in the heart of the active 
portion of the delta, Bakarganj is one of Bengal's geologically youngest districts. The 
entire area is composed of an amalgamation of marshlands formed by the merging of 
islands brought into existence and built up by alluvial soils washed down the great 
channels of the combined Brahmaputra-Ganges-Meghna river systems. In the early 
thirteenth century, this forested region became a refuge area for Hindu chieftains 
dislodged from power in northwestern Bengal. Here they reestablished themselves 
along the banks of the great rivers and forest islands, far from the reach of Turkish 
cavalry. But, as J. C. Jack observed in his Settlement Report for the district, "the 
great rivers which put a limit upon the pursuit of their persecutors put a limit equally 
upon the size of their kingdoms, which clustered round the banks of the fresh water 
rivers and were surrounded by impenetrable forests." 1 — ] At the time of the Mughal 
conquest, the centers of Hindu civilization were confined to northern and western 
Bakarganj, while the district's southern portions remained covered by forests and 
laced with lagoons, which in time consolidated into marsh. The northwest was also the 
only part of Bakarganj where the Hindu population exceeded Muslims in early British 
census records, for as Hindu immigrants pushed into this area, those native groups 
already inhabiting the region— mainly Chandal fishing tribes— were absorbed into 
Hindu society as peasant cultivators. 1 — ] Today they constitute the Namasudras, the 
largest Hindu peasant community in eastern Bengal. 

A second great period of economic and social expansion in the Bakarganj forests 
and marshes occurred in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Now it 


was Muslim pioneers who assumed the leading role. The emergence of Dhaka as the 
provincial Mughal capital in the early seventeenth century made the Bakarganj region 
more accessible to entrepreneurs and developers than at any previous time. But 
rampant piracy along the coasts and rivers of southeastern Bengal by Arakanese and 
renegade Portuguese seamen inhibited any sustained attempts by Mughal governors 
to push into the Bakarganj forests. 1 — ] After 1666, when Mughal naval forces cleared 
the Meghna estuary of such external threats, the Bakarganj interior lay ripe for 
colonization. Land developers acquired grants of plots of land, ta'alluq, from provincial 
authorities in Dhaka or, after 1704, in Murshidabad. [5i] Abundant and easily 
obtainable by purchase from the late seventeenth century on, these grants tended to 
be regarded by their possessors, ta'alluqdars, as deeds conferring permanent land 
tenure rights on them. 1 — 1 Having brought their ta'alluqs into agricultural production, 
these men passed up the land revenue through a class of non-cultivating 
intermediaries, or zamlndars. These latter, or their agents, typically resided in the 
provincial capital, where they had ready access to the chief provincial revenue officer 
(i dlwan ) or his staff. 

The process of forest clearing and land reclamation in Bakarganj produced 
complex tenure chains extending from the zamlndar at the upper end down to the 
actual cultivator at the lower end, with numerous ta'alluqdars and sub-ta'alluqdars in 
between. "These talukdars," wrote Jack, "had usually no intention of undertaking 
personally the reclamation of their taluks, and pursued in their turn the same system 
of subletting, but they generally selected as their sub-lesses men who were prepared 
to take colonies of cultivators to the land." In other words, the agricultural 
development boom in Bakarganj afforded wide scope for countless intermediaries who 
were, in effect, capitalist speculators, or classical revenue farmers. Together, they 
created a complex subinfeudation structure described by Jack as "the most amazing 
caricature of an ordered system of land tenure in the world." 1561 In fact, an expandable 
tenure chain proved an appropriate form of land tenure for an economic frontier that 
was itself expanding. As Jack himself observed: 

Reclamation of forest was no easy task. It took three or four years to clear the land for regular cultivation 
during which cultivators and labourers had to be maintained in a country where communications were 
difficult, rivers dangerous and markets few. Such work was in any case easier when responsibility was 
divided and it happened that reclamation was taken up when Dacca teemed with men whose occupations 
were gone. Such men were eager to get rich and unable by caste scruples to cultivate; but their attraction 
was drawn to colonisation and to Bakarganj by the example of Raja Raj Ballabh and many lesser men who 
lived in their neighborhood. The owners of the estates who had neither the energy nor the resources to 
reclaim their forests unaided turned naturally to such men, often their friends or relatives, for assistance . 1 ^ 1 

This passage hints at the origins of the distinctive land tenure system that emerged in 
Mughal East Bengal. In order to maintain their claims to social dominance in a region 
chronically short of resident Brahmans, high-caste Hindus already established in the 
southern delta encouraged and probably financed the settlement of other high-caste 
zamlndars in the region. 1 — 1 But such Hindus predominated only at the upper reaches 
of the tenure chain, for, as Jack noted, social taboos prevented them from 
undertaking cultivation themselves. On the other hand, those same classes— typically 
Brahman or Baidya traders and moneylenders— had accumulated sufficient capital to 
advance loans to sublessees; and these, in turn, hired sublessees below them, and so 
on, until one reached the mass of cultivators at the bottom of the tenure chain. 
Whether recruited from amongst indigenous peoples or brought in from the outside, 
these latter worked as ordinary cultivators on lands newly reclaimed from the jungle. 

Crucial in this tenure chain were the Muslim religious gentry who typically 
occupied its middle ranks as ta'alluqdars, situated between the zamlndars and the 
cultivators. Described in early British sources as qazls, plrs, or simply as "Shaikhs," 
these men comprised a good part of that class of "Muhammadan adventurers" who, in 
addition to high-caste Hindu "capitalists," spearheaded the colonization movement, 
according to Jack. 1521 Men of this class were often credited with the original founding 
of agricultural settlements in Mughal times. For example, rural surveys made between 
1902 and 1913 record that in Barahanuddin Thana of Bakarganj, "This mouza 
[settlement] has got its name [Kazi Abad] from one Kazi [qazl, "judge"] who settled 
here first. ...The population is chiefly Mussalmans." 1 — 1 In Gaurnadi Thana, "the 
Mahomedans owe their origin directly or indirectly to one Kazi who was one of the 
original settlers of this village. " [S1] Or again: "There are a few families of Mohamedan 
Kazis who are the original settlers of this village. They were once prosperous. The 


population is 715, mostly Muslim. " [22] Similarly, in Narayanganj Thana of Dhaka 
District, the all-Muslim village of Kutubpur derived its name from a saint named Pir 
Qutb, who, we are told, settled in this area "when there was no basti," or crude 
homesteads, in the area. [ — ] 

There were two patterns by which such men became established as members of 
the rural landscape's religious gentry. Most often, they acquired ta'alluqs from some 
higher authority, either a local chieftain or a revenue contractor in the provincial 
capital, and then went out into the forest or marshlands to organize the clearing and 
settling of the land. Speculators who agreed to pay the Mughal revenue demand 
hoped to make a profit by subcontracting the work of reclamation to sublessees. 

These latter established themselves as de facto landlords over whole regions, which 
eventually coalesced into settled communities. We see this happening in the following 
record concerning the establishment of a Muslim settlement named Mithapur in 
Patuakhali, deep in the Sundarbans forest. In the eighteenth century a certain Shaikh 
Ghazi 

befriended himself with Janaki Ballav Roy immediately after he [Roy] got the Zamindari of Arangapur from 
the Nawab [i.e., governor], Janaki Ballav also got material assistance from this man in the work of 
reclamation of lands from Sundarbans [i.e., forest]. Shekh Gazi subsequently settled in Mithapur. [MI 

Here was the classic pattern of subinfeudation in the forests of eighteenth-century 
Bakarganj: an absentee Hindu acquired zamindari rights from the Mughal governor, 
permitting him to extract as much wealth as he could from a given ta'alluq so long as 
he remitted a stipulated amount to the government as land revenue. The zamindar 
then contracted with some enterprising middleman, typically a member of the Muslim 
petty religious establishment, to undertake the arduous tasks of organizing the 
clearing of the jungles and preparing the land for rice cultivation. In such cases the 
reclamation process often bridged communal lines. In the instance cited above, it was 
the Hindu Janaki Ballav Roy who had the contacts with the governor and who settled 
with the latter's revenue officials on a tax payment. At that point Roy withdrew from 
the work of reclamation, getting "material assistance" from a Muslim whose name, 
Shaikh Ghazi, suggests religious charisma and who actually settled in Mithapur to 
organize forest-clearing operations. 

Thus, contrary to J. C. Jack's picture of two distinct classes of developers— Hindu 
"capitalists" and Muslim "adventurers"— moving separately into the forests of 
Bakarganj, it appears that the two types moved in tandem with each other, although 
at different ends of the land tenure chain. Influential urban Hindus supplied the cash, 
or at least the commitment to pay the revenue to the government; and enterprising 
Muslims supplied the organizational ability and charisma to mobilize labor forces on 
the ground. This pattern of collaboration contributed to the characteristic 
configuration of land tenure in much of pre-1947 East Bengal, where high-caste 
Hindus, typically absentee zamindars, emerged at the upper end of the tenure chain, 
and Muslim cultivators at the lower end. 

In a second pattern of land development, Muslim pirs or qazis went directly into 
uncultivated regions, organized the local population for clearing the jungles, and only 
later, after having established themselves as local men of influence, entered into 
relations with the Mughal authorities. In such instances the government endeavored 
to appropriate men of local influence by designating them petty collectors. In 
southern Dhaka District, the settlement of Panam Dulalpur emerged in the early 
eighteenth century around a pir named Hazrat Daner Mau. Early in the history of this 
settlement, the inhabitants had given this pir regular donations of nazr, or charitable 
gifts of money, "out of reverence for the good and popular religious man." Later, this 
charitable gift crystallized into fixed amounts from each tenant in the village. Some 
inhabitants— we do not know who— refused payment and took the matter to the 
authorities in Murshidabad, but the latter declined to consider the case. 

The people of Panam were thus obliged to come to an agreement with the Pir who agreed to receive a fixed 
amount annually from the inhabitants of the entire mauza. This amount was 118 siccas [rupees]. ...This 
became the fixed rent of the entire mauza of Panam Dulalpur, and the Pir whose name was Hazrat Daner 
Mau, became the landowner of the Mouzah and thus obtained the sanction of the Nawab of Murshidabad. 

Hazrat Daner Mau's transition from holy man to landholder was thus linked to the 
intervention of state power. With its hearty appetite for land revenue, the government 
sought to capture and transform into revenue-paying officials whatever local notables 
appeared on the horizon. In the above-cited case, the government exploited the 


refusal by some villagers to pay a charitable fee by establishing a fixed villagewide 
figure to be owed the plr; it then redefined that fee as land tax, and the plr as the 
revenue-paying landholder. 

Where plrs themselves did not become defined as zamlndars, their sons and 
descendants often did, as was the case with the sons of Pir 'Umar Shah of Noakhali, 
discussed above. 1 — ] But the relationship between the religious gentry and Mughal 
authorities was not always happy, since a plr ' s natural ties of authority and patronage 
generally lay with the masses of peasants beneath him and not with the governors 
and bureaucrats in distant Dhaka or, after 1704, Murshidabad. For example, in 
remote Jhalakati Thana in the Bakarganj Sundarbans, an eighteenth-century plr 
named Saiyid Faqir wielded enormous influence with the cultivators of the all-Muslim 
village of Saiyidpur, named after the plr. But a difficulty arose, noted a 1906 village 
survey, because "the people of this part looked upon the Fakir as their guide and did 
not pay rent to the Nawab." In this situation, one Lala Chet Singh, a captain in the 
employ of the governor, "succeeded in persuading the Fakir to leave the country." 
Though we do not know how the officer managed to dislodge the plr from the village, 
he was evidently successful, since the authorities in Murshidabad rewarded him for his 
efforts by giving him the right to collect the pargana's revenue. [22] This suggests that 
on the politically fluid Bengal frontier, the peasants' loyalty did not necessarily extend 
beyond their local holy man. From the government's perspective, while it was always 
preferable when possible to coopt influential holy men, the Mughals did not hesitate, 
when necessary, to impose their own revenue machinery on rural settlements. 

In the early twentieth century, the Muslim cultivators of eastern Bengal were 
described as an industrious, unruly, and socially unstratified population, with few 
loyalties beyond those given their plrs. The population of one settlement in 
Bakarganj's Swarupkati Thana, we read, consisted entirely of Muslims, who were 
"rather fierce. They played a conspicuous role in the history of the pargana. They 
were the first men who rallied around. ..[illegible]. ..when he created the taluk after the 
transfer of his zamindari." [2S] Concerning a settlement in Bakarganj's Jhalakati Thana, 
we find the following account, recorded in 1906: 


The village is now inhabited by Mohammedans. Formerly there were several families of Nama Sudras in the 
village, but for the oppression of the Mahommedans they were compelled to leave the village. Their lands 
and homesteads are now in possession of the Mahommedans. The people of the village are all very refractory 
and riotous. On slight provocation they can easily take the life of another. Criminal breach of peace is a daily 
occurrence here. The people are so irreligious that to take revenge from a man they never hesitate to bring 
false criminal case against a man. The river dacoits [bandits] of Bish Khali river are none others than the 
inhabitants of this village and of neighboring other villages, too. 1221 

Refractory or unruly as they may have appeared to law-and-order-minded British 
officials, these men— or, more correctly, their ancestors— were in fact the primary 
agents of the extension of agriculture in much of eastern Bengal. As one officer 
remarked in 1902 concerning another Bakarganj village, "The population are almost 
all Mohammedans, who have been trying their best to bring the waste lands into 
cultivation. In fact, the jungles have now been mainly cleared." 1 — ] Or again: "There 
are a good many petty tenures in this mauza [settlement], all of which have been 
created for bringing the lands under cultivation. The population are 
Muhammadan. 


Summary 

Bengali literary and folk traditions dating from the sixteenth century are replete with 
heroes associated with taming the forest, extending the cultivable area, and 
instituting new religious cults. Typically, these heroes combined holy man piety with 
the organizational skills necessary for forest clearing and land reclamation; hence 
they were remembered not only for establishing mosques and shrines but also for 
mobilizing communities to cut the forests and settle the land. As this happened, 
people gradually came to venerate these men, who were usually Muslims. In the 
active delta, then, Islam was introduced as a civilization-building ideology associated 
both with settling and populating the land and with constructing a transcendent reality 
consonant with that process. 


Enormously important environmental changes lay behind these developments. 
The main factors contributing to the emergence of new peasant communities in 
eastern Bengal— colonization, incorporation, and natural population growth— were all 
related to the shift of the active portion of the delta from the west to the east. First, 
this shift stimulated colonization of the active delta by migrants coming from the 
relatively less fertile upper delta or West Bengal, or even from North India and 
beyond. Second, as this happened, indigenous communities of fishermen and shifting 
cultivators became incorporated into sedentary communities that focused on the 
charisma and the organizational abilities of Muslim pioneers. And third, the shift of the 
delta's active portion to the south and east contributed to natural population growth, 
since the initiation or intensification of wet rice cultivation in this region dramatically 
increased local food supplies. Although East Bengal's growing fertility was too gradual 
to be noticed by contemporary observers, it is nonetheless witnessed in revenue 
demand statistics for the late sixteenth and mid seventeenth centuries, as well as in 
popular traditions that celebrated the leadership and labors of forest pioneers. The 
growth of a Muslim peasant society, such a striking development in the post- 
sixteenth-century eastern delta, thus appears to have been related to larger 
ecological and demographic forces. 

Finally, the cultural and ecological-demographic changes of the post-sixteenth- 
century period must be seen in the context of the new political environment that 
accompanied these changes— namely, the advent of Mughal authority in the delta. By 
a coincidence of some note, the Ganges River completed its eastward shift into the 
Padma system at the very time— the late sixteenth century— when Mughal power was 
becoming consolidated in the region. In a sense, then, Mughal authority rode the back 
of the eastward-moving ecological movement, symbolized by the establishment of the 
Mughals' provincial capital in the heart of the active delta. To explore the impact of 
this new political atmosphere on cultural changes taking place in the region, we may 
examine contemporary Mughal documents concerning agrarian expansion and 
religious patronage. Fortunately, extensive Persian documentation of this kind has 
survived for critical sectors of the delta; it is to these that we turn our attention. 
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9. Mosque and Shrine in the Rural Landscape 

Once the land is brought under cultivation, the produce of the land must be used for the expenses of the 
mosque as well as the needs of himself, his descendants, and his dependents. And he must assiduously pray 
for the survival of the powerful state. 


The Mughal State and the Agrarian Order 

From the reign of Akbar onward, the Mughals sought to integrate Indians into their 
political system at two levels. At the elite level they endeavored to absorb both 
Muslim and non-Muslim chieftains into the imperial service, thereby transforming 
potential state enemies into loyal servants. They also sought to expand the empire's 
agrarian base, and hence its wealth, by transforming forest lands into arable fields 
and the semi-nomadic forest-dwelling peoples inhabiting those lands into settled 
farmers. "From the time of Shah Jahan [1627-58]," records an eighteenth-century 
revenue document, 

it was customary that wood-cutters and plough-men used to accompany his troops, so that forests may be 
cleared and land cultivated. ...Ploughs used to be donated by the government. Short-term pattas [documents 
stating revenue demand] were given, [and these] fixed government demand at the rate of 1 anna per bigha 
during the first year. Chaudhuris [intermediaries] were appointed to keep the ri'aya [peasants] happy with 
their considerate behaviour and to populate the country. They were to ensure that the pattas were issued in 
accordance with Imperial orders and the pledged word was kept. There was a general order that whosoever 
cleared a forest and brought land under cultivation, such land would be his zamindari. Ploughs should also be 
given on behalf of the State. The price of these ploughs should be realised from the zamindars in two to 
three years. Each hai mir (i.e., one who has four or five ploughs) should be found out and given a dastar 
[sash or turban; i.e., mark of honor] so that he may clear the forests and bring land into cultivation. In the 
manner, the people and the ri'aya would be attracted by good treatment to come from other regions and 
subas [provinces] to bring under cultivation wasteland and land under forests. 111 

An undated order by Shah Jahan's successor, Aurangzeb (1658-1707), reveals a 
similar concern with increasing arable acreage, adding that should any peasant flee 
the land, the local revenue officers {'ami!) "should ascertain the cause and work very 
hard to induce him to return to his former place . " m Such an appeal hardly suggests a 
state bargaining from a position of strength. In fact, it points to the chronic surplus of 
land over labor that obtained in premodern India generally, and in Bengal until as late 
as the mid nineteenth century. 151 

If such extracts reflect policy, how was it implemented in Bengal? In the older, 
more settled parts of the province, meaning the western and northwestern sectors, 
Mughal officials collected the land tax from a predominantly Hindu peasantry at the 
usual, full rates, through the existing class of Kayasthas and other zamindars. In the 
relatively uncultivated forest and marshlands of the east and south, however, the 
government promoted the founding of new agrarian colonies focusing on individuals 
considered to possess local influence. The basis of this influence was most often 
religious, since the government sought to patronize persons attached to stable, and 


hence reliable, institutions. At local levels, the most typical building blocks of Mughal 
authority were mosques or shrines. 


The Rural Mosque in Bengali History 

As the focus of public prayer, the mosque has always been the principal public 
institution in Islamic civilization. Whether a grand edifice or a humble thatched hut, 
the mosque conceptually conflates Islam's macrocommunity of the umma — the 
worldwide body of believers— into a microcommunity of fellow villagers or fellow city- 
dwellers, affording them the physical space to articulate their collective response to 
the word of God. As such the mosque is the physical embodiment of the social reality 
of Islam, and hence the paramount institution by which community identity and 
solidarity are expressed. This is especially true of the "Friday" or "congregational" 
mosque (jami ' masjid), in which Muslims gather once a week for a sermon read by 
one of its functionaries. Such mosques— unlike personal, or private, mosques— were 
generally intended for the male Muslim population of settled communities and were 
constructed as soon as any local society had achieved a sufficient number of Muslims 
to warrant one. 

As is seen in table 1 (see p. 67), a total of 188 dated mosques built in the course 
of six hundred years of Muslim rule in Bengal have survived into the present. Of these 
fully 117, or 62 percent of the total, were built in the relatively short span of a 
hundred years, from 1450 to 1550. Most are located in the western portion of the 
delta, especially near the old Muslim capitals of Gaur and Pandua; almost a third of 
the total are in the present-day Malda and Murshidabad districts. Conversely, eastern 
districts like Comilla, Rangpur, Khulna, Jessore, and Bakarganj have only a few 
mosques each, and Faridpur and Noakhali have none at all. There is thus a negative 
correlation between the location of dated mosques and the distribution of Muslims in 
the delta: surviving mosques predominate in western Bengal, whereas Muslim society 
came to predominate in the east. And whereas the vast majority of dated mosques 
appeared between 1450 and 1550, the first recorded evidence of substantial rural 
Muslim communities appears only from the very end of the sixteenth century. How, 
then, can we reconcile the contradiction between the appearance of these mosques, 
both in time and in space, and the appearance of a predominantly Muslim population? 

The answer is that the mosques recorded in table 1 include only those bearing 
inscriptions. Endowed by men in command of considerable resources— rulers or other 
wealthy patrons— these were typically monumental structures built of durable 
materials like brick or stone, which explains why they have survived into the present. 
On the other hand, there were many more smaller and humbler mosques that have 
not physically survived into the present, and that were not endowed with dated 
inscription tablets. Built of ordinary bamboo and thatching, and patronized not by the 
court but by local gentry, hundreds of such mosques appeared in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, especially in eastern Bengal. 141 Since the appearance of these 
institutions correlates positively with that of majority Muslim communities, both in 
time and place, one may hypothesize that such humble mosques, and not the 
monumental works of art endowed by the wealthy, played the more decisive role in 
the Islamization of the countryside (see figs. 22, 23, 24). 

Why and how were such institutions built? We have seen that in the empire 
generally, Mughal policy aimed at expanding the agrarian basis upon which the state's 
wealth rested, and at creating loyal constituencies among local elites and their 
dependents. Although these aims were manifestly economic and political in nature, a 
characteristic means of achieving them, especially in frontier regions where new lands 
were being brought into cultivation, was by promoting the establishment of durable 
agrarian communities focused on religious institutions. Thus, in eastern Bengal, the 
state oversaw the establishment of both Hindu and Muslim institutions as new lands 
were opened up for cultivation. Of these, the Muslim institutions proved by far the 
more numerous and influential, and from them Islamic values, attitudes, terminology, 
and rituals gradually diffused over the countryside in the course of the sixteenth, 


seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. Contemporary state documents mention, in 
passing, that at such institutions new Friday assemblies or circles of believers had 
been established ( iqamat-i halqa-yi jum'a). ls 

Such remarks take on special significance when it is recalled that throughout the 
delta the fundamental unit of social organization is not and never has been the 
mauza', or "village." Nucleated settlement patterns such as are typical in North India 
never existed in the delta proper, even though the Mughals, and later the British, 
continued to use the term mauza' as though they did. [2] Rather, homesteads are 
strung out in lines along the banks of past or existing creeks. Or, more often, they are 
stippled throughout the rural countryside, dispersed in amorphous clusters. A pair of 
rural sociologists have described the East Bengali countryside as "one vast, seamless 
village. People build on high ground to avoid floods, and since high ground usually lies 
along slight ridges or hillocks, their houses are dispersed, with no clear demarcation 
between one village and the next." [z] The geographers O. H. K. Spate and A. T. A. 
Learnmonth remark: "Over large areas there is no real 'pattern' at all, so 
homogeneous is the environment. " [s] 

As the Bengali physical landscape was for the most part flat and homogeneous in 
all directions, so also the social order lacked natural nodes of authority. To be sure, 
kin groups ( bamsa , gosthT) sharing common patrilineal descent are found in Bengali 
society. But these do not have the same cohesiveness or social significance as the 
endogamous baradarls among Muslims of Upper India, much less the endogamous 
jatis of fully developed Hindu caste society. [2] In such a circumstance, especially 
where centralized political authority was weak, as in the hinterland of Mughal Bengal, 
maintaining social order could be a serious problem. "In lawless communities," writes 
Eric Hobsbawm, "power is rarely scattered among an anarchy of competing units, but 
clusters round local strong-points. Its typical form is patronage, its typical holder the 
private magnate or boss with his body of retainers and dependents and the network 
of 'influence' which surrounds him and causes men to put themselves under his 
protection." 1123 

In Mughal Bengal, lacking tightly organized units such as nucleated villages or 
dominant clans through which authority might be exercised and social control 
maintained, local networks of patronage coalesced around locally defined centers of 
authority. The religious basis of these networks is noted by Ralph Nicholas: 

Social order is a serious problem in frontier society everywhere. The people of the lower delta are known to 
be tough and independent. They are famous for their skill with the lathi ["staff," "cudgel"], which is often the 
only means of establishing a claim to a plot after a flood has changed the location of agricultural land. For 
centuries, in the lower delta, authority was poorly organized, centers of officialism were few and widely 
scattered. It seems likely that Islam and Vaisnavism functioned to provide authority in anarchic frontier 
society, and that they did so through loosely constituted religious organizations. The Vaisnava form of this 
organization is called a mandali (circle, congregation), it is organized around a particular guru, who may be 
called a gosvai by his followers, and is frequently constituted of persons of more than one village. 

The Muslim equivalent of the mandali, Nicholas continues, is called a millat (Arabic for 
"sect," "party," or "religious group") or simply samaj, "society," and is organized 
around a particular mulla, who may also be called a plr by his followers. 1 — 1 In the 
southeastern delta the typical millat is composed of from eighty to four hundred 
members, who dine together during festivals, celebrate rites of passage together 
(circumcision, marriage, death), and pray together in times of community stress. The 
mulla who provides the group with religious leadership is maintained by a monthly 
payment from each family in the millat. 1 — 1 

Similar structures of authority are found among rural Muslim communities in 
central and northern Bengal. In the central deltaic district of Pabna, the anthropologist 
John Thorp notes, a group whose members share mutual "feasting obligations" and 
who celebrate life-cycle rituals together is locally called a samaj, whereas a group that 
prays together in a single mosque is known as a jama'at. In practice, the jama'at may 
be coterminous with the samaj ; alternatively, it may be composed of several 
samaje s. [iaI In any event, here as in the southeastern delta, it is the mosque and its 
socioreligious constituency, and not the "village" or the clan, that serves as the focus 
of identity and the effective vehicle for social mobilization. In neighboring Rajshahi 
District, two rural sociologists identified the jama'at, a community of some fifty to 
sixty scattered households drawn to the same rural mosque, as the closest analog of 
the North Indian nuclear village. Cia] The same is true further north. "In many villages," 
wrote Karunaketan Sen in a 1937 study of rural Dinajpur District, "there were huts 


which were places of worship and were called the 'Jumma-ghars.' Where there were 
more than one in a village, the local Muhammedan population was very often divided 
into factions, each attached to one of the Jumma-ghars." 1 ^ Whatever Sen may have 
meant here by a "village," his remarks confirm that in rural Dinajpur, as in rural 
Rajshahi, Pabna, and Comilla, the mosque ( masjid,jum'a-ghar ) was the effective unit 
of social organization among Muslims. 

The continuing social significance of the mosque in today's rural Bengali society 
is a legacy of a time when a religious gentry of 'ulama and plrs— and in their 
institutionalized form, mosques and shrines— first emerged as nodes of authority 
around which new peasant communities originally coalesced, and in relation to which 
such communities were understood as "dependents" {va bastagan). Such people were 
attracted to the religious gentry not only as devotees of a religious leader but as 
groups of client peasants who had formerly been local fishermen and shifting 
cultivators beyond the pale of Hindu society. Islamization in Bengal, then, was but 
one aspect of a general set of transformations associated with an expanding economic 
frontier, which took place most dramatically in the Mughal period. We may scrutinize 
these processes more closely by examining the exceptional Persian documentation 
that has survived in two districts on the eastern edge of the delta, Chittagong and 
Sylhet. [i61 


The Growth of Mosques and Shrines in Rural Chittagong, 1666-1760 

The estuary of the Karnafuli River, where the city of Chittagong is located, was settled 
at least as early as the thirteenth century. [1Z] Although briefly part of the independent 
sultanate of Bengal in the early fifteenth century, and sporadically in the sixteenth, [1S] 
for most of the two centuries after 1459 the city and its hinterland were dominated by 
the kings of Arakan, a predominantly Buddhist coastal kingdom, whose capital was 
Myohaung, some 150 miles down the coast. 1 — ] For long the city has been a window on 
the Indian Ocean; when under the control of the sultans, it served as a principal port 
for Muslim pilgrims and for the export of manufactured goods. From the mid sixteenth 
century on, Chittagong was inhabited by many Portuguese renegades, who, finding in 
it a haven beyond the reach of the Portuguese viceroy at Goa for their private 
commercial and military enterprises, effectively merged with Bengali society. [22] 

Prior to the Mughal conquest in 1666, Chittagong's hinterland remained 
agriculturally undeveloped— a dense, impenetrable jungle. In 1595 Abu'l-fazl 
described the city of Chittagong as "belted by woods." 1 — ] In 1621, wrote Mirza 
Nathan, Mughal troops proceeded through the present Chittagong District below the 
Karnafuli River along "a jungle route which was impassable even for an ant." c — 1 And a 
contemporary chronicler of the 1665-66 Mughal expedition to Chittagong, Shihab al- 
Din Talish, recorded that before embarking on the expedition, Mughal commanders in 
Dhaka supplied their troops with thousands of axes, for the army had literally to hack 
its way through the dense jungle down the Chittagong coast from the Feni to the 
Karnafuli rivers, an area described by Shihab al-Din as an "utterly desolate 
wilderness." 1 — ] 

The Chittagong interior was at that time inhabited by indigenous peoples 
described as having dark skin and little or no beard. 1 — 1 In other words, from the 
Mughal— that is, Turko-Iranian— racial perspective, they were distinctly alien. And 
their religion, wrote Abu'l-fazl, "is said to be different to that of the Hindus and 
Muhammadans. Sisters may marry their own twin brothers, and they refrain only 
from marriage between a son and his mother. The ascetics, who are their repositories 
of learning, they style Wali whose teaching they implicitly follow." 1 — 1 Thus the 
Islamization of Chittagong did not occur among peoples who had already been 
integrated into a Hindu social order, but among indigenous peoples practicing cults 
that, from a Mughal perspective, were recognizably neither Hindu nor Muslim. Their 
marriage customs would constitute incest from either a Muslim or a Hindu 
perspective, suggesting little contact with either civilization. Their predisposition to 
follow holy men {wall) is significant, for, as we shall see, the earliest representatives 


of Islamic civilization in the Chittagong forests were pioneers locally understood as 
holy men. 

The material culture of these people was based on jhOm, or shifting cultivation, 
as described by Francis Buchanan, a servant of the English East India Company who 
toured the region in 1798. The "Joom," wrote Buchanan, 

is a species of cultivation peculiar, I believe, to the rude tribes inhabiting the hills east from Bengal. During 
the dry season, the natives of these places cut down to the root all the bushes growing on a hilly tract. After 
drying for some time the bush wood is set on fire, and by its means as much of the large timber as possible 
is destroyed. But if the trees are large, this part of the operation is seldom very successful. The whole 
surface of the ground is now covered with ashes, which soak in with the first rain, and serve as a manure. No 
sooner has the ground been softened by the first showers of the season than the cultivator begins to plant. 

To his girdle he fixes a small basket containing a promiscuous mixture of the seeds of all the different plants 
raised in Jooms. These plants are chiefly rice, cotton, Capricum, indigo, and different kinds of cucurbitaceous 
fruits. In one hand the cultivator then takes an iron pointed dibble with which he strikes the ground, making 
small holes at irregular distances, but in general about a foot from each other. Into each of these holes he 
with his other hand drops a few seeds taken from the Basket as chance directs, and leaves the further 
rearing of the crop to nature. ...Next year the cultivator for his Joom selects another spot covered with wood, 
for in such a rude kind of cultivation the ashes are a manure necessary to render the soil productive. When 
the wood on the former tract has grown to a proper size, the cultivator again returns to it, and then there 
being no large trees standing, the operation of cutting down is easier, and the ground is more perfectly 
cleared . 1261 

As lands under jhOm cultivation were not permanently cleared, this kind of cultivation 
did not require intensive labor. Nor could it produce quantities of grain sufficient to 
support dense populations. Here as elsewhere, the shift from jhum to field agriculture, 
involving the adoption of the plow, draft animals, and rice-transplanting techniques, 
led to dramatic increases in population. All of these swiftly followed the Mughal 
conquest of 1666. 

In 1665 the Mughal court ordered the governor of Bengal, Shaista Khan, to outfit 
an expeditionary force to seize Chittagong, from whose harbor Arakanese and 
Portuguese freebooters had been raiding and plundering the waterways of lower 
Bengal. Departing Dhaka in December 1665, a force of 6,500 under the command of 
Buzurg Umid Khan hacked its way though the jungly coastal corridor in January 1666, 
moving in tandem with a naval force of 288 war vessels. Reaching the port of 
Chittagong a month later, the Mughals subjected the Arakanese to a three-day siege, 
taking the citadel on January 26, 1666. [ — 1 The city was at once made the 
headquarters of a new Mughal sarkar, or district, headed by a military commander 
(faujdar) in charge of administrative affairs and a chief revenue officer (’am//). A large 
number of Hindu immigrants also settled in the district at this time, some as traders, 
who came in the train of the invading army, and some as clerks, for the Mughals here 
as elsewhere relied heavily on Hindu bureaucratic expertise. [2S] Most of the 6,500 
troops in the expeditionary force remained garrisoned in the area to protect the 
frontier from land or sea invasion by the Arakanese. In return for their military 
service, these men were given small, rent-free patches of land, which they were at 
liberty to bring under cultivation. Later, when considerations of military security were 
no longer paramount, these lands were repossessed by the Chittagong government, 
and the troopers, or their descendants, became petty landholders, zamlndars, 
charged with collection of the lands' revenues. [22] These men did not themselves 
undertake clearing operations, however. Instead, they remained hereditary chieftains 
over territorially defined parcels of forest, authorizing more energetic souls to 
undertake the arduous task of organizing the clearing and cultivation of the land. 

Soon after the Mughal conquest, mosques and shrines began proliferating 
throughout the Chittagong hinterland. In 1770 a British report found that fully two- 
thirds of the district's best lands were "held by charity sunnuds" issued since 1666. [2fil 
These documents, or sanads, had been issued in the name of the Mughal emperor by 
Chittagong's chief revenue officer and were addressed to the petty clerks ( mutasaddl ) 
posted in the smallest units of revenue collection, the pargana s. The documents attest 
to the systematic transfer of jungle territory from the royal domain to members of an 
emerging religious gentry who had built and/or managed hundreds of mosques or 
shrines ( dargah ) dedicated to Muslim holy men. The documents were not called waqf 
grants— that is, lands denied to personal use and reserved for the support of religious 
Muslim institutions such as mosques, schools, hospitals, shrines, and so on. Rather, 
they granted tax-free lands directly to the trustees ( mutawalll) of mosques or shrines 
and guaranteed that the grantee's heirs would continue to enjoy such grants. Hence 


the grantees became the de facto and de jure landholders of territories alienated for 
the support of institutions under their administrative control. 1 — ] The grants thus set in 
motion important social processes in this part of the delta: forest lands became rice 
fields, and indigenous inhabitants became rice-cultivating peasants, at once both the 
economic and the religious clients of a new gentry. 

Between 1666 and 1760, a total of 288 known tax-free grants in jungle land 
were given to pioneers by Mughal authorities in Chittagong for the purpose of clearing 
forests and establishing permanent agricultural settlements. [32] These included grants 
to trustees of mosques, to trustees of the shrines ( dargahs ) of Muslim holy men, to 
pious Muslims not attached to any such institution, to trustees of Hindu temples, and 
to Brahman communities (see table 6 j. Of the total, 262, or 91 percent, were given to 
Muslims, and of the total forested area transferred from royal to private domain, 
Muslims received 11,195.4 acres, or 87 percent. The single most important type of 
grant was that endowing a rural mosque, typically a humble structure of bamboo, 
straw thatch, and earth, of the types illustrated in figures 22-24. [ — ] The period in 
which the appearance of these village mosques became statistically significant was 
the 1720s, when fifty such structures appeared, scattered throughout the Chittagong 
hinterland. 


6. Distribution of Tax-free Land Grants in sarkar Chittagong, 1666-1760 
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Note: The original sources give these figures in a land area unit called the 
dun, of which there were two kinds. A mogi dun was equal in area to 6.4 
acres, whereas a shahi dun was four times as large as the former, equal in 
area to 25.6 acres. In either system, a dun is made up of sixteen subunits 
called kani. See J. B. Kindersley, Final Report on the Survey and Settlement 
Operations in the District of Chittagong (Alipore: Bengal Government Press, 
1938), 17. 
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Map 6, which indicates the geographical distribution of these grants as of 1720, 
1730, 1745, and 1760, shows how mosques and shrines, and to a lesser extent Hindu 
institutions, spread out from the Chittagong metropolis and onto the low-lying plains 
cradled by the ranges of hills north and south of the Karnafuli valley. They show the 
growth pattern not only of Islamic institutions but also of agrarian society, since the 
establishment of each institution involved the cutting and clearing of forest. Even the 
terms used in the sanads to identify the lands show how religious institutions 
spearheaded the eastward march of the economic frontier: whereas grants located 
near settled areas were often identified in terms of human geography, [34] those in the 
hinterland were identified in terms of natural geography. 1 — ] Some sanads located 


grant areas with reference to other grants. Thus, a Sufi shrine of Hathazari Thana 
built in 1723 was supported with a grant of 25.6 acres of jungle located "east of the 
endowment [ khairat ] of Manik Daulat, north of the endowment of Muhammad Reza, 
and south of the endowment of 'Abd al-Ghufur." [ — ] The identification of grant areas in 
terms of other grants points to their relative density, and also to the absence of prior 
settlements in the Chittagong hinterland. Finally, it can be seen that by mapping the 
land in this way, the 'amil of Chittagong and his staff imposed a distinctively Mughal 
sense of space and social order on Bengal's formerly forested landscape. [3Z] 



Fig. 22. Lohagara, Satkania Thana, thatched mosque established in 1720, diagram dated 1843. "Kanun 
Daimer Nathi," Chittagong District Collectorate Record Room, bundle 29, case no. 1808. 
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Fig. 23. Sundarpur, Fatikchhari Thana, thatched mosque established in 1759. "Kanun Daimer Nathi, 
Chittagong District Collectorate Record Room, bundle 62, case no. 4005. 
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Fig. 24. Dabna, Hathazari Thana, thatched mosque established in 1766. "Kanun Daimer Nathi," Chittagong 
District Collectorate Record Room, bundle 51, case no. 3329. 
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Map 6. Growth of the Muslim institutions in sarkar Chittagong, 1666-1760. 
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Map 6. (continued) 
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The social processes set in motion by these grants are seen in a sanad dated 
October 2, 1666, the earliest such document issued in Chittagong: 

Clerks [ mutasaddl ], assessors [ mu'amil ] past and present, headmen [ chaudhurJ ], accountants [ qanungo ], 
and peasants [ ra'aya , muzari'] of the revenue circles [ pargana ] of Sarkar Islamabad [i.e., Chittagong], know 
that: 

Shah Zain al-'Abidin has made it known that he has many dependents and has built a mosque, where 
a great many faqlrs and inhabitants come and go. But, as he has no means of maintaining the mosque, he is 
hopeful that the Government will bestow some land on him. 

Having investigated the matter, the revenue department has fixed the sum of six shah! dun and eight 
kanl [i.e., 166.4 acres] of jungle land, lying outside the revenue rolls, and located in villages Nayapara and 
others of pargana Havili Chittagong, as a charity for the expenses of the mosque as well as a charity for the 
person mentioned above. Once the land is brought under cultivation, the produce of the land must be used 
for the expenses of the mosque as well as the needs of himself, his descendants, and his dependents. And he 
must assiduously pray for the survival of the powerful state. He and his descendants are not required to pay 
any land revenue or non-land revenue, highway taxes, bridge taxes, special cesses, or any other 
assessments issuing from either the administrative or the revenue branches of government. Nor is he bound 
to seek a fresh sanad each year. Take great care to execute this order. Dated 2 Rabi I 1077. IisI 


The economic aim of these grants, to expand the empire's agrarian base, is evident 
from a phrase contained in nearly every sanad: "It is agreed that having brought the 



land into cultivation," followed by a statement of the particular ways the recipient was 
expected to use the fruits of the land's harvests. 1 — 1 The religious aim of grants for 
mosques and shrines was to promote Islamic piety in the countryside. In most cases 
this meant supporting simple, rural mosques and the petty functionaries and clerics 
who served them. For example, a 1721 sanad concerning the establishment of a 
mosque in Kadhurkhil, Boalkhali Thana, specified that in addition to expenses for 
carpets and lamps, the mosque's tax-free lands were to be used to pay the reader of 
the sermon ( khatlb ), the prayer-leader (imam), the caller to prayer ( mu'azzin ), pious 
men and preachers ( musallian ), leaders in special prayers (fatiha 'abdin), and a 
sweeper (jarub-kesh). im Other sanads made provisions for repairs ( tarmlm ) to the 
mosque, or mentioned special religious festivals earmarked for support, such as the 
major Muslim 'Id holidays. 1 — 1 Still others supported Islamic ideals even when no 
institutional base was involved, as in the case of a grant of eight acres of jungle given 
in 1715 to Muhammad Munawwar and Shaikh Muhammad Ja'far on condition that 
they read the Qur'an in Bakkhain, Patiya Thana. 1 — 1 Similarly, in 1748 Shaikh Imam 
Allah was granted 14.4 acres in Hulain, in the same thana, for reading the Qur'an and 
performing prayers (fatiha). 

Politically, the grants aimed at deepening the roots of Mughal authority on the 
frontier. The condition that the grantee "must assiduously pray for the survival of the 
powerful state," as in the 1666 sanad cited above, established a direct link between 
the government and the grantee, inaddition to an indirect link between the 
government and God. Not one document failed to mention this condition of 
government patronage. Less apparent, though no less important, was the state's 
interest in securing the loyalty of those persons described as the grantee's 
dependents (va bastigan). These were people who, having assisted the grantee in 
clearing the forests and building the institution, continued to serve it by cultivating 
the lands attached to it, and were therefore its clients. Some documents explicitly 
stated that the purpose of the grant was to support the followers of this or that holy 
man, as in a 1725 grant to Taj al-Din and Zia al-Din, who received a patch of jungle 
in Hathazari Thana in order that its produce might support their children and 
"dependents." 1 — 1 In 1745 three men— Mir Sa'id Allah, Ghulam Husain, and Afzal 
Khalifa— declared that they had many dependents whom they could not support. For 
the maintenance of these persons, the state granted them 30.4 acres in the same 
thana. 1 — 1 Other grants stated that after the expenses of maintaining the mosques or 
shrines had been met, the balance of the land's produce should go to support the 
grantee's dependents. 1161 In sum, the government recognized mosques and shrines as 
the foci of sociopolitical activity on the frontier and sought to form them into a 
dependent clientele, just as those institutions had already formed dependent 
clienteles of their own. 


The Rise of Chittagong’s Religious Gentry 

By supporting frontier mosques and shrines, Mughal authorities in Chittagong 
established ties with political systems that functioned at a very local level. This was 
logical, for it was on the frontier itself, and not in district offices in Chittagong city, far 
less at the provincial or imperial levels, that the manpower and organization requisite 
for the arduous task of clearing the thickly wooded interior were to be found. The 
government did no more than legitimate and support an enterprise whose initiative 
was located at the grass roots. A 1798 survey, undertaken several decades after the 
English East India Company had occupied Bengal, is suggestive of how the Chittagong 
hinterland was reduced to the plow in Mughal times. "The following process for 
clearing new land is that here adopted by the Bengalese," wrote Francis Buchanan: 

A man of some consequence, a diwan, a phausdar [faujdar], or the like, gets a grant of some uncleared 
district. Different persons, who have a little stock, apply to him for pottahs [ patta ] or leases, of certain 
portions, and in clearing their portions these men are often assisted by the Zemeendar, or possessor of the 
original grant, with a little money, as a temporary support. But this money becomes a debt which they are 
obliged to repay when they are able. 

In the cold season the operation commences by cutting down the bushes and smaller trees. After 
drying a few days these are burned and at the commencement of the rains the ground is ploughed, as well 


as the strength of the cattle and the resistance of the roots will admit. Rice is then sown, and a small crop is 
produced. The sirdar [ sardar ] or overseer, and three labourers, are supposed to be able to perform this 
operation with eight kanays [i.e., 3.2 acres] of ground. The second year's operation consists in cutting down 
the greater part of the large trees, in burning them, and digging out the roots of the bushes and underwood, 
from the remains of which, after the first year's ploughing, many shoots have then formed. The ground is 
again sown at the beginning of the rains, and yields a better crop. One sirdar and two labourers are reckoned 
equal to the performance of this work, on eight kanays [kanT], 

In the third year the operation is concluded by again cutting down such brushwood as may have shot 
up, and by digging out and burning all the roots of the large trees that have been felled. The same number 
of persons are employed as in the second year. The ground in the fourth year is reckoned perfectly clear, 
and pays the usual rent. For the first three years nothing is exacted. Two men and two bullocks are reckoned 
equal to the cultivation of eight kanays, which here are the usual extent of one grist's possession. All over 
Chittagong the cow is employed with the plough as well as the bullock. [4ZI 


It is clear, first, that the initiative for clearing the land lay with local men of 
enterprise, and not with the government. Second, we see the role played by cash 
money advanced to laborers by the zamlndar, or primary landholder. And third, we 
find the equally important role played by "some local man of some consequence," 
who, having acquired a grant of uncleared land, apportioned it among laborers, who 
in turn became shareholders beneath him. 

If we apply to data from the early eighteenth century the same mechanisms that 
Buchanan described at the end of that century, the categories used in Mughal sanads 
become readily intelligible. The "local man of some consequence" mentioned by 
Buchanan in 1798 corresponds to the man named in the Mughal sanads who 
organized local labor into work gangs to clear the forest and commence cultivation. 
The documents do not identify where these "men of consequence" came from, though 
the titles that occasionally accompany their proper names provide clues to their social 
origins. These included, in order of frequency, shaikh (23), chaudhurl (11), 
khwandkar (9), hajl (8), ta'alluqdar (7), shah (4), faqir (4), saiyid (3), darvJsh (3), 
and khan (3). The twenty-one men identified as chaudhurl, ta'alluqdar, and khan 
were evidently members of the rural landholding aristocracy before they acquired 
these grants, and in all likelihood they built or supported mosques or shrines as a 
means of obtaining tax-free rights to their lands. The rest were associated with either 
formal or informal Islam. The largest category, "shaikh," could have referred either to 
informal holy men or to members of the 'ulama. Those styled khwandkar, a Persian 
term meaning generally "one who reads," were originally associated with public 
Qur'an reading, hajls were men who had performed the pilgrimage to Mecca, and 
saiyids were those claiming genealogical descent from the Prophet Muhammad. The 
remainder of the titles— shah, faqir, and darvlsh— all refer to plrs, or holy men. 

Whatever their origins, these men played central roles in transforming the jungle 
to paddy, in introducing Mughal and Islamic culture into the forests, and in integrating 
forest communities into that culture. They were also entrepreneurs, arranging on the 
one hand to get necessary authorization from a local zamlndar to clear the forest, 
while on the other hand arranging with local laborers to work the land as 
shareholders. These latter persons, who in Buchanan's account were lease-holding 
cultivators, correspond to the "dependents" (va bastigan ) named in the Mughal 
sanads. And finally, at the top of the local structure, both Buchanan's account and the 
Persian documents mention the zamlndar, or the primary landholder from whom the 
organizer of field operations acquired the right to commence clearing. 

From Buchanan's account it appears that by 1798 the Islamization and 
peasantization of the native peoples of Chittagong's uplands had made little progress, 
for he describes the tribal peoples of the Sitakund mountains in northern Chittagong 
as still practicing shifting, or jhOm, cultivation, growing cotton, dry rice, ginger, "and 
several other plants which they sell to the Bengalese in return for salt, fish, earthen 
ware, and iron." [ — ] He also noted among these peoples some worship of siva. [ — ] Nor 
had Mughal or European notions of property rights yet extended to these still -forested 
lands. "The woods," Buchanan wrote, "are not considered as property; for every ryot 
[cultivator] may go into them and cut whatever timber he wants." 1 — ] We may contrast 
this attitude with the keen sense of proprietorship among Mughal grantees. In 1734, 
for example, the servants of the shrine of a certain Shah Pir received over sixty acres 
of jungle in Satkania Thana in order to maintain the shrine and meet the expenses of 
travelers. Some time later, the shrine's trustee [ mutawallf] filed a complaint in the 


court of the local qazl alleging that a certain Tej Singh had unlawfully established a 
market on the lands belonging to the shrine and insisting that the market be 
removed. [5i] To the Mughals, settling the frontier entailed the establishment of legally 
defined notions of property backed by state power. 

If the agrarian frontier had not yet reached the Chittagong highlands by the end 
of the eighteenth century, in the low country Buchanan noted that natural forest lands 
had recently been replaced by cultivated fields. "The stumps of trees still remaining 
on several of those [valleys] which I today passed," he wrote referring to southern 
Satkania Thana, "show how lately they have been cleared." Or again, referring to 
northern Chakaria Thana: "It is only 13 or 14 years since the upper part of this valley 
began to be cultivated. New land is still taking in, and the stumps of trees remain 
everywhere in the fields." 1 — 1 The domain of field agriculture ended only in the extreme 
south, for he remarked that "the whole country to the south [of the Ramu River] is an 
immense forest, utterly impenetrable without the assistance of a hatchet." 1 — ] 

Buchanan also observed "that most of the new cultivated lands belong to 
Hindoos, who by acting as officers about the Courts of the Judges and collectors, and 
by possessing greater.. .economy than the Mohammedans, are very fast rooting these 
out. The great body of the people, however, in the province of Chittagong, is still 
composed of the Mohammedan persuasion. " C54] The latter observation was later 
confirmed in the earliest (1872) census, which showed Muslims comprising 78.2 
percent of Satkania Thana and 78 percent of Cox's Bazar Subdivision, in which both 
Chakaria and Ramu Thanas are located. 1 — ] As to Buchanan's remarks about Hindus, in 
Chittagong as in Dhaka and Bakarganj, the apex of the social hierarchy was 
dominated by absentee Hindu zamlndars. Although these played a key role in the task 
of land reclamation, their lines of patronage did not lie with the cultivators below, but 
with the ruling class above— those in "the Courts of the Judges and collectors." 1 — ] 

Once having acquired their zamlndar! rights, these men adopted the ritual style of 
kings vis-a-vis their agricultural tenants, for Buchanan went on to add, referring to 
Bengal generally, that "every Hindoo Zemeendar of the least note is called a Rajah, 
and every such person by his ryots and servants is commonly called Maha-raj, or the 
Great Prince. ...As a zemeendar the Rajah is amenable to our courts, but within his 
own country he is absolute, and possesses the uncontrolled power of life and 
death." 1 — ] 

In sum, the structure of land tenure as described in 1798 consisted of three tiers 
beneath Chittagong's chief revenue officer. At the apex was the zamlndar, aloof from 
the actual process of forest clearing or field agriculture, typically Hindu, and given to 
the ceremonial style of a petty raja. Next was Buchanan's "local man of some 
consequence," the pivotal figure who secured from the zamlndar a grant to clear 
jungle land and hired laborers to accomplish the task. This would be either a member 
of the religious gentry itself or a petty landholder who supported a religious institution 
to obtain tax-free status. Typically enterprising entrepreneurs, and usually Muslim, 
these were the men who mobilized local manpower and oversaw clearing operations. 
Finally, there was the mass of laborers, who after four years of clearing forest lands 
were ready to begin regular field agriculture. It is significant that Buchanan describes 
the inhabitants of the uncleared jungle as non-Muslim tribal peoples who practiced 
some form of siva worship, whereas the cultivators of lands already cleared he 
describes as Muslims. This suggests that peasantization and Islamization proceeded 
hand in hand among the peoples of Chittagong's arable low country. 

There were three discernible means by which the religious gentry acquired their 
land rights: donation, purchase, and pioneering. The first method corresponds to what 
Buchanan found at the end of the eighteenth century, when men produced documents 
showing that some legitimate local authority had donated land to them. Described in 
Mughal documents as sardar (chieftain), chaudhurl (headman), or most frequently 
zamlndar (landholder), the Muslims among these authorities were most likely 
descendants of the Mughal troopers who had accompanied Buzurg Umid Khan's 
expedition to Chittagong in 1666. The Hindus among them were probably 
descendants of the clerks or revenue agents who had also accompanied that 
expedition and, in a manner described by Buchanan for the late eighteenth century, 
used their proximity to the governing authorities to get new lands made over to them 
in their own names. By authorizing a petitioner to clear the jungle and build a mosque 


or shrine, these local authorities became patrons of the petitioners named in the 
sanads. It is also evident that by the mid eighteenth century the patronage system 
had not hardened along communal lines: some Hindu chaudhuris patronized mosques 
and some Muslim chaudhuris patronized temples. As early as 1705, at the close of 
Aurangzeb's long and turbulent reign, Thakur Chand, a Hindu chaudhurl in Fatikchari 
Thana, donated 17.5 acres of jungle land for the construction and support of a village 
mosque built by a local qazI. l5S1 In 1740 Manohar and Jagdish, two Hindu chaudhuris 
in Rauzan Thana, donated 76.8 acres to Shikur Muhammad Pahlawan to cover the 
expenses of a mosque the latter had built in the forest. 1521 Conversely, in 1740 Mir 
Ibrahim, a Muslim chaudhurl\r\ Rangunia Thana, donated 3.2 acres to a certain 
Mukundaram in the way of a devottar, a tax-free land grant for the support of a 
temple or image. 

Acquisition by donation generally involved a Muslim pioneer with a religious title 
like "shaikh" going into the jungle and, having secured a document of authorization 
from a local chieftain, building a mosque or shrine with local labor. The document 
attested that the chieftain had donated a certain portion of undeveloped jungle land 
to the shaikh. The latter would then produce this document to local Mughal authorities 
in a formal request for legal recognition of tenurial rights over jungle lands that he 
either proposed to bring under cultivation in order to support those institutions, or 
that he had already brought under cultivation. After investigating to verify the 
petitioner's claim, the Chittagong revenue authorities would issue a sanad in the 
name of the chief revenue officer of Chittagong sarkar and bearing the seal of the 
reigning Mughal emperor, thereby extending government recognition of the 
petitioner's trusteeship ( tauliyat ) of the institution and the lands supporting it. In this 
process the petitioner moved from de facto to de jure landholdership, enjoying the 
rights to the produce of the land subject to his support of the institution specified in 
the sanad. [52] Actually, chieftains who in this way donated portions of their jungle 
territory to such shaikhs were adhering to an ancient model of Indian patronage. In 
Buddhist, Jain, and Hindu contexts laymen had gained religious merit by donating 
lands to monastic or Brahmanic establishments, a practice that served to reinforce the 
cultural bonds between donating clients and receiving patrons. 1 — 1 

Some members of the religious gentry acquired their tenure by purchasing 
undeveloped forest from the chieftains or headmen who were its legally recognized 
holders. In such instances, the transfer of land did not reinforce cultural ties between 
donors and receivers according to classical models of Indian patronage. On the 
contrary, the use of cash enabled people to bypass traditional modes of patronage 
and deal with groups of people of different cultures. For example, in 1725 Shaikh 'Abd 
al-Wahhab of pargana Panchkhain in Rauzan Thana purchased 16.4 acres of untaxed 
and undeveloped jungle land from the pargana headman, Jagdish Chaudhuri, a Hindu. 
The new owner then donated the land to Muhammad Khan, whose father had built a 
mosque on it. [ — 1 Here both donation and purchase were operating, as a Hindu 
landholder had sold jungle land to a Muslim intermediary patron, who in turn donated 
it to the builder of the mosque. There are also numerous instances of chaudhuris 
selling jungle land directly to the trustees of mosques or shrines. In 1748 Shaikh 
Muhammad Akbar and Muhammad 'Abbas notified Mughal authorities that they had 
purchased 38.4 acres from the headmen ( chaudhuris and ta'alluqdars ) of their locality 
and had built a mosque there. As more land was necessary to meet the expenses of 
maintaining the mosque, however, they requested additional jungle land for clearing, 
preparatory to cultivation, and they were given 19.2 acres for this purpose. 1 — 1 Ten 
years later, Muhammad Sardar of Fotika, Hathazari Thana, notified the Mughal 
authorities that he had purchased 16 acres of land from the headmen ( chaudhuris ) 
and landholders ( zamlndars ) of his pargana in order to support a preacher and 
prayer-leader, and to meet the expense of celebrating the 'Id festivals of a mosque 
and the commemorative festivals (’urs) for a saint buried in a shrine there. He now 
wanted government recognition of the tax-free status of these lands. [M] 

Such cases suggest how a cash-based economy facilitated the movement of men 
and resources in the forest, the clearing of land, and the expansion of mosque- 
centered settlements in formerly forested areas. Silver had, of course, been in 
widespread circulation as currency in Bengal ever since the Turks had established 
their rule in the thirteenth century. Already in the late sixteenth century, the poet 


Mukundaram had linked mobile cash with the process of forest clearing and 
agricultural operations. [S5] In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, 
both European and Asian merchant-investors greatly expanded the volume of money 
circulating in Bengal, making possible transactions such as the case cited above in 
which a Hindu chaudhurl sold forest land to Muslims for development. Moreover, the 
monetization of Bengali society allowed people to attach new meanings to land. What 
had formerly been a ritual item, appropriate for acquiring religious merit in the 
context of Buddhist or Brahmanical gifting ( dana ), had now become a freely 
transferable commodity. 

The third and most common mode of land acquisition among the grantees was 
that of men and their dependents clearing the jungle in territories apparently 
unclaimed by superior zamlndars. In these cases, land was acquired neither by 
donation nor by purchase, but by primary settlement by pioneers who claimed, and 
whose descendants would also claim, a tax-free tenure called jangal-burl mauruthl, or 
"jungle-cutting inheritance." Thus we read of a certain Muhammad Sadiq, son of 
Shaikh Mumin, who informed the Mughal authorities in 1722 that he and his 
dependents had cleared 57.6 acres of jungle in what is now Rauzan Thana, where 
they had built a mosque. Noting that the land he held was "occupied by established 
custom," Sadiq claimed tenurial rights of jangal-burl mauruthJ. Now he requested 
Mughal confirmation of his claim so that he would be able to support his 
dependents. 1 — ] In the absence of any superior landholder, Sadiq himself became the 
de facto zamlndar of this territory. 

If the political identity of these pioneers was based on their integration with the 
Mughal state through ties specified in the grants, their religious identities rested on 
different footings. Some were local holy men popularly redefined as Muslim holy men, 
some were Muslim holy men further redefined as Sufis, and still others were popularly 
accorded a Middle Eastern origin. Some seem to have been the very sort of 
indigenous Bengali walls that the native population of the Chittagong hinterland had 
revered from pre-Muslim times, as noted by Abu'l-fazl. [6Z] For example, in 1723 and 
1733, 25.6 acres of jungle were given to the dependents and local shrine of a 
"dervish" named Kali Shah, whose name associates him with the goddess Kali. c — 1 The 
same is true of a certain Shaikh Kali, who built a mosque in Rauzan Thana in 1760. [ — ] 
In 1725 a shrine appeared in Charandip, Boalkhali Thana, in honor of a certain Jangal 
Pir, whose name identifies him as a holy man of the forest. 1 — ] In such cases, local 
walls or saints of the Chittagong forest became integrated into the Mughal religio- 
political system as petty clients at the bottom of a vast patronage network extending 
clear to the emperor's palace in Delhi. Yet their affiliation with mosques and shrines 
also cast them in the role of representatives of Islamic civilization. 

In short, the tendency of Chittagong's forest-dwelling peoples to follow the 
teachings of charismatic holy men allowed an outsider to be situated in this category 
and to find acceptance among the populace as one of their own. Later, the 
charismatic authority of such foreign holy men became routinized when they or their 
descendants merged with the revenue bureaucracy as petty landholders, as had 
happened to the sons of Pir 'Umar Shah, who became the zamlndars of the area in 
Noakhali cleared by their holy man father. The very first grant in the Chittagong 
collection of sanads illustrates the process. In 1666 Shah Muhammad Barbak 
Maghribi, whose name associates the saint with northwest Africa, settled in the 
forests of Chittagong, where he and his followers built a mosque and cleared the 
166.4 acres of jungle given by the Mughals for its support. A century later, the 
descendants of his followers claimed revenue-free rights to the lands on the grounds 
that they were descended from the original jungle-clearers and thus held a legally 
recognized form of inheritance (Jangal-burl mauruthl). In another instance, in 1717 
a Sufi named Shah Lutf Allah Khondkar had been given 108.8 acres in Satkania Thana 
as personal charity (madad-i ma'ash). By 1740 the village founded by him had 
acquired the name "Mun'imabad," or "the benefactor's cultivated area," and the 
descendants of the Sufi's followers claimed rights to the land on the grounds that 
their ancestors had originally cleared the jungle. 1 — ] Thus, too, in 1726 a local preacher 
(khatlb) named 'Abd al-Wahhab Khondkar built a brick mosque in Patiya Thana, and 
just over a decade later his grandson, 'Inayat Muhammad, emerged not only as the 
heir to the lands attached to the mosque but also as the region's chaudhurl. 1 — 1 Such 


developments illustrate Max Weber's notion of the "routinization of charismatic 
authority": the descendants of persons credited with charismatic religious authority 
came to assume proprietary rights over the land. [ — ] 

If holy men or their descendants could become landlords, the reverse was also 
true; such was the malleability of social status on the Bengal frontier. Reversing 
Weber's "routinization of charismatic authority," one also finds a "sanctification of 
bureaucratic authority," as enterprising developers or even government officials came 
to be locally regarded as saints capable of interceding with divine power. [zsl We have 
noted the case of Khan Jahan 'AM, the fifteenth-century Turkish officer remembered 
for clearing the jungles of Khulna and Jessore, later popularly elevated to the 
positionof one of the great saints of southern Bengal. In Chittagong there is thecase 
of a certain Shaikh Manik. Described in contemporary sources as the zamlndar of 
pargana Fathapur, Shaikh Manik in 1715 notified government authorities that he had 
built a mosque in Paschimpati, Hathazari Thana. Complaining that he had insufficient 
means to maintain the institution, he appealed for some forest land to cultivate. The 
state gave him 54.5 acres and recognized him as the mosque's legitimate trustee. By 
1755, forty years after the construction of the mosque, a shrine had been built over 
the grave of the late Shaikh Manik, and his son, Ja'far Muhammad, had emerged as 
the shrine's manager. By 1755 the shrine had become so institutionalized that— in 
ways mimicking any bureaucratic government— it had begun issuing documents 
stamped with its own stylized seal: "Shrine [ dargah ] of Shaikh Manik. " [ — ] 

In such cases the vocabulary of popular Sufism stabilized in popular memory 
those persons who had been instrumental in building new communities. There is no 
evidence that either Khan Jahan or Shaikh Manik, both of them pioneers and 
developers, had any acquaintance with, far less mastery of, the intricacies of Islamic 
mysticism. Nor will their names be found in any of the great pan-Indian 
hagiographies. Yet from the culture of institutional Sufism came the asymmetric 
categories of p/r and murid, or shaikh and disciple, which rendered Sufism a suitable 
model for channeling authority, distributing patronage, and maintaining discipline — 
the very requirements appropriate to the business of organizing and mobilizing labor 
in regions along the cutting edge of state power. It is little wonder that Sufis 
appeared along East Bengal's forested frontier. 


The Religious Gentry of Sylhet 

Located in Bengal's northeastern corner, Sylhet, like Chittagong, was densely forested 
at the time of its conquest by Muslims. A royal grant of the mid seventh century had 
described parts of this region as "outside the pale of human habitation, where there is 
no distinction between natural and artificial; infested by wild animals and poisonous 
reptiles, and covered with forest out-growths. " [zzl Many of the southern tracts of what 
are now Sylhet and Mymensingh districts were inundated with water and inhabited by 
communities of non-Aryan fishermen, prominently the Kaivartas. [ — 1 In fact, the 
central and southwestern part of present-day Sylhet District once formed part of a 
huge lake. But from the late tenth century to the early twelfth, a dynasty of semi- 
independent Hindu kings emerged to rule over the principality of srihatta in the 
northern part of the district. 1 — ] Its most powerful king, Govinda-Kesava (fl. ca. 1050), 
built a lofty Krishna temple of stone in his capital city— probably identifiable with the 
north and northeastern part of Sylhet town— where he amassed a force of 
"innumerable" war boats, infantry, cavalry, and elephants. [a2] Yet the process of 
Brahmanization had by this time made little headway among the native communities 
(Kaivarta, Das, Nomo) in the region's forested and marshy hinterland. 

By the time Ibn Battuta visited Sylhet in 1345, some forty years after the 
Turkish conquest of the region, the large river valleys had become settled by a stable 
and flourishing Hindu population. "Along the banks of the (Meghna) river," recalled 
the Moroccan traveler, 

to the right as well as to the left, there are water wheels, gardens and villages such as those along the banks 
of the Nile in Egypt. The inhabitants of Habanq [ten miles south of Habiganj] are infidels under protection 
( dhimma ) from whom half of the crops which they produce is taken; besides, they have to perform certain 


duties. For fifteen days we sailed down the river passing through villages and orchards as though we were 
going through a mart . 1511 

For the next several centuries little is known of Muslim rule in Sylhet, a distant 
frontier town, which throughout the sultanate period did not even possess a mint. 
When Akbar conquered western Bengal in the late sixteenth century, the hilly and 
forested tracts of southern Sylhet District became a refuge area for Afghan chieftains 
fleeing advancing Mughal armies. Even after the Mughals annexed Sylhet in 1612, the 
region seems to have remained Bengal's "Wild East," as we hear only sporadic reports 
of a Mughal presence there. 1 — ] 

From 1660 on, however, there is clear evidence of the agrarian growth that was 
quietly taking place in the region. Tables 7 and 8, which summarize the grants 
approved by the Sylhet faujdar's office between 1660 and 1760, indicate the amount 
of jungle area transferred from state to private hands in this period. Although only 
one of the twenty-six faujdars in this period was a Hindu, 1 — 1 a significant share of 
government patronage was extended to Flindu institutions. Indeed, the brahmottar, a 
tax-free land grant to a Brahman as a reward for his sanctity or learning, constituted 
the largest category of transfer, each one averaging 22.9 acres in size. As in 
Chittagong, it was not the Mughal authorities in the Sylhet headquarters who initiated 
these grants; Mughal faujdars in Sylhet only confirmed agreements already concluded 
between local zamlndars and Sylhet's religious gentry. For example, a 1721 sanad 
confirmed a document previously drawn up by local zamlndars who had donated 39 
acres (10 quiba s) of jungle lands to a certain Mahadev Bhatacharjee, a Brahman 
{zunnardar) "possessing consummate skills in the Hindu sciences. " [M1 Most 
brahmottar grants were justified in terms of the Brahman's poverty and his reputed 
mastery of Hindu knowledge. 1 — ] 


7. Distribution of Jungle Land in Tax-free Grants in sarkar Sylhet, 1660-1760, by 

Number of Grants 



Madad-i 

Ma'ash 



Brahmottar 

Devottar 

Vishnottar 

sivottar 

Hindu 

Muslim 

Chiraghi 

Aurangzeb 

(1658- 

1707) 

4 

1 

— 

— 

23 

8 

1 

Shah 'Alam 

(1707- 

1712) 

1 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

Farrukh 

Siyar 

(1713- 

1719) 

— 

— 

— 

— 

2 

— 

— 

Muhammad 
Shah (1719- 
1748) 

337 

54 

2 

3 

22 

55 

39 

Ahmad Shah 

(1748- 

1754) 

91 

27 

1 

1 

6 

35 

13 

'Alamgir II 

(1754- 

1759) 

95 

25 

1 

— 

3 

38 

20 

Total 

528 

107 

4 

4 

56 

136 

73 


8. Distribution of Jungle Land in Tax-free Grants in sarkar Sylhet, 1660-1760, by Area 

in Acres 
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sivottar 
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Chiraghi 


Note: The original sources give these figures in units of quiba, Arabic for 


8. Distribution of Jungle Land in Tax-free Grants in sarkar Sylhet, 1660-1760, by Area 

in Acres 



Madad-i Ma'ash 


Reign 

Brahmottar 

Devottar 

Vishnottar 

sivottar 

Hindu 

Muslim 

Chiraghi 

"plow," equal in area to the Bengali hal, also "plow." In Mughal Sylhet, a 
qulba was equal to 12 kedar, one kedar to 4 poya, one poya to 3 jasti, one 
jasti to one square kahan, one kahan to 2 nal, and one nal to 6.25 dasta. With 
one dasta equal to 21.625 inches, and with 43,560 square feet equal to one 
acre, one qulba works out to 3.9 acres. See Kamalakanta Gupta, srihater 
Bhumi o Rajasva Babastha (Sylhet: srihat Sahitya Parisad, 1966), 26. 

Aurangzeb 

(1658- 

1707) 

39 

3.9 

— 

— 

760.5 

1,248 

195 

Shah 'Alam 

(1707- 

1712) 

39 

— 

— 

— 

75 

— 

— 

Farrukh 

Siyar 

(1713- 

1719) 

— 

— 

— 

— 

42.9 

— 

— 

Muhammad 

Shah 

(1719- 

1748) 

6,146.4 

2,593.5 

7.8 

35.1 

429 

9,429.3 

1,053 

Ahmad 

Shah 

(1748- 

1754) 

2,741.7 

889.2 

3.9 

3.9 

140.4 

12,987 

608.4 

'Alamgir II 

(1754- 

1759) 

3,143.4 

1,205.1 

15.6 

— 

132.6 

8,455.2 

1,579.5 

Total 

12,109.5 

4,691.7 

27.3 

39 

1,580.4 

32,119.5 

3,435.9 

Average 

size 

22.9 

43.8 

6.8 

9.7 

28.2 

236.1 

47.1 


The second most common type of grant to Hindus or Hindu institutions was the 
devottar, a tax-free transfer made over to the caretakers of a Hindu temple or image. 
One such grant, dated December 8, 1720, reads: 

In the home of Madhu Das Sen, a resident of Chakla Sylhet, there is an adorned image ( thakur ). But 
because of a lack of means to perform the worship of the deity, in order to provide for the Brahman priests 
[ pOjarl] there, and for the welfare of this illustrious place, it is requested that 70 qulbas [273 acres] of jungle 
lands lying outside the revenue register be given to Ram Das Sen as a devottar. The area having been 
brought under cultivation, its produce will support the aforesaid place and its Brahman priests. 1251 

The Mughals of Sylhet also patronized Vaishnavas through grants called vishnottar, 
and saivas through grants called sivottar. In 1725, for example, the government 
granted four quibas (15.6 acres) of jungle and a house to Govind Das, a Vaishnava 
holy man ( bairagl) described as "worthy of honor," mustahaqq-i wajibu'r-ri'ayat, an 
Arabo-Persian phrase that would have befitted any accomplished Muslim scholar or 
Sufi. 1 — ] 

Grants called chiraghJ were intended to support the shrines of Muslim saints. In 
some cases, local revenue officials merely confirmed land transfers originally made by 
local zamlndars. 1 — 1 In others, pioneers requested government sanction to clear jungle 
with a view to using the land's harvests to support a shrine. 1 — ] Still another category, 
madad-i ma'ash, were personal, tax-free grants typically awarded to men who had 
already founded mosques, as was the case with the sanads of Chittagong. In one such 
grant, a certain Shaikh Muhammad built a mosque in the forest but declared his 
inability to support its prayer-leader ( churgar ), preacher, and caller to prayer, or to 


pay its other expenses. On July 25, 1749, the Sylhet government responded by 
bestowing 390 acres (100 qulba s) of jungle "for the expenses of Shaikh Muhammad's 
mosque and house, together with his children. " [2fil The earliest-known grant made to 
the servants of the shrine of the famous Shah Jalal in Sylhet city was also a madad-i 
ma'ash. Dated August 11, 1663, this document granted 78.2 acres (20 qulba s) of 
jungle to the devotees at the shrine. 1 — ] Henceforth, from the reign of Aurangzeb 
(1658-1707) through that of 'Alamgir II (1754-59), devotees of the shrine continued 
to receive Mughal patronage. 1221 

It is known that in 1672-73 the conservative emperor Aurangzeb ordered that all 
madad-i ma'ash granted to Hindus be repossessed, with future such grants reserved 
for Muslims only. 1231 But Delhi, as the old Persian proverb went, "was still far away." 
During the emperor's reign, Mughal officers in Sylhet issued more madad-i ma'ash to 
Hindus after the 1672-73 order than before that date. 1 — 1 Still, as is seen in table 7, 
the Hindu share of these grants steadily decreased in proportion to the Muslim share 
clear down to the reign of 'Alamgir II, when 38 of 41 madad-i ma'ash grants were 
issued to Muslims. Moreover, for all reigns combined, such grants given to Muslims 
averaged nine times the size of those given to Hindus— 170.1 acres and 26.2 acres 
respectively. 

As in Chittagong, the Sylhet grants combined political with economic objectives. 

A 1753 sanad stated that the considerable area of 4,387.5 acres (1,125 qulba s) of 
forest were to be "a madad-i ma'ash for the prayer-leader and for the expenses of the 
students and those who come and go, and to the laborers and the good deeds of the 
organization of Maulavi Muhammad Rabi', together with his children." 1 — 1 Three years 
later another sanad ordered that an area of 975 acres (250 qulba s) of forest lying 
outside the revenue roll, but capable of being cultivated {jangaia-yi kharij-i jam', la'iq 
al-zira'at) was to be issued to the same "organization" ( dastgah ), but with important 
differences. It was to be used 

for the purpose of the expenses of a mosque, a house, a Qur'an school, the dependents, those who come 
and go, and the faqlrs. It is also a madad-i ma'ash for the laborers and the good deeds of the organization of 
Maulavi Muhammad Rabi' and his children and dependents. ...It is agreed that once the aforesaid land is 
brought into cultivation, its produce shall be used to support the expenses of the mosque, the Qur'an school, 
those who come and go, the faqlrs, and his own needs, together with those of his children and dependents, 
and that he shall busy himself in prayers for the long life of the State . 1251 

In these documents, Maulavi Muhammad Rabi' emerges as a figure of considerable 
charismatic authority and organizational ability. We do not know the identity of the 
laborers belonging to his "organization," but he must have commanded considerable 
manpower in order to clear and cultivate stretches of forest the size of these two 
grants— a combined 5,363 acres. That Muhammad RabP's labor force, his mosque, 
and the Qur'an school were all to be supported by the harvested crops of the lands 
suggests that the field laborers were themselves affiliates of these Islamic institutions. 

The founders of new villages in Sylhet, as in East Bengal generally, had an 
enormous impact in shaping the subsequent religious orientation of local 
communities. In 1898, a time when the colonization of some of the Sylhet forest was 
still within living memory, a Muslim gentleman of northern Sylhet recalled that 
whenever a new village was founded, a temple to the goddess Kali was built if the 
founding landlord were a sakta Hindu, and a temple to Vishnu if he were a Vaishnava. 
If the majority of the villages were Vaishnava, they would build a shrine ( akhra ) to 
Radha and Krishna. If the area were infested with snakes, the patron deity was the 
snake goddess Manasa, and if the village were founded by Muslims, a shrine to some 
Muslim plr would be established. 1221 In other words, grants made out to Hindus or 
Hindu institutions ( brahmottar , devottar, vishnottar, sivottar ) tended to integrate local 
communities into a Hindu-ordered cultural universe, while grants authorizing Muslims 
to establish schools, mosques, or shrines tended to integrate them into an Islamic- 
ordered cultural universe. Subsequent demographic patterns evolved from these 
earlier processes. 

In Sylhet, although seventeenth- and eighteenth-century forest grants to Hindus 
outnumbered those to Muslims, two points offset this difference. First, the state 
alienated a considerably larger total of forest land to Muslims than to Hindus, as a 
result of which more indigenous peoples living in areas included in the grants would 
have been exposed to Muslim than to Hindu institutions. Second, grants made to 
Muslims often mentioned not only "dependents" of the grantee but also those 


institutional structures that cleared the forest and maintained the workers' fixed and 
continued focus. The grants made out for the dastgah, or "organization," of laborers 
working for Maulavi Muhammad Rabi' supported not only the laborers themselves but 
also the mosque and the Qur'an school that would regularize the links between the 
laborers and formal Islam. Grants made over to sakta Brahmans or Vaishnava 
bairagls, on the other hand, mentioned neither dependents nor the sort of 
community-building mechanisms found in the Muslim grants. 

Thus Muslim grants explicitly connected state-sponsored public works projects 
with the establishment of Islamic institutions. In this way, the documented cases cited 
above confirm the process of religious and agrarian expansion alluded to in 
premodern Bengali poetry, in traditions collected by the British in eastern Bengal in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and in traditions still found in the 
countryside today. Earlier traditions had celebrated men like Pir 'Umar Shah, who, 
having come to Noakhali sometime in the eighteenth century, organized local Bengalis 
into labor teams and converted them to Islam (see pp. 211-12 above). Stories still 
circulate of how in Mughal times men came from the Middle East to the Habiganj 
region, where they organized the local population into groups to cut the jungle and 
cultivate rice. As such communities acquired an Islamic identity, they conferred on 
their leaders a sanctified identity appropriate to Islamic civilization, and especially to 
the culture of institutional Sufism, as witnessed by the growth of shrines over the 
graves of holy men throughout the Bengal frontier. 


Summary 

In the eastern delta, where settled agrarian life was far less advanced than in the 
west in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Islam more than other culture 
systems became identified with a developing agrarian social order. As state-supported 
pioneers established Islamic institutions in formerly forested areas, three different 
kinds of frontier— the economic frontier separating field and forest, the political 
frontier separating Mughal from non-Mughal administration, and the religious frontier 
separating Islam and non-Islam— fused into one. 

Yet Islamic institutions were by no means the only ones that grew with Bengal's 
advancing frontiers. In the forests of both Chittagong and Sylhet, new communities 
formed around pioneers and institutions associated with Hindu deities. In fact, the 
active delta was so ripe for cultural and economic development that even Christian 
pioneers made an impact, and this without the benefit of Mughal patronage. In 1713 
the French Jesuit Pere Barbier journeyed through Chittagong and into the interior of 
what is now Noakhali District, where he encountered a community of Christian 
peasants organized around the authority of a local patriarch. "At five days' distance 
from Chatigan [Chittagong]," he wrote, 

we made a detour of one day to visit a Christianity [i.e., a Christian community] to be found in a place 
named Bouloua [Bhallua, northwest of Noakhali town], God maintains and directs it Himself immediately: for 
it is rare that any missionary goes to visit it.... 

The chief of these Christians is an old man who has five sons, all married. Their family, and the 
labouring folk who are gathered around them (for they have taken arable lands) form a village of three to 
four hundred persons. The laborious life which they lead, added to the vigilance and attention of the chief, 
keep them in the greatest innocence . 1221 


The old man ( vieillard ) Barbier encountered and identified as "le chef de ces 
Chretiens" was apparently not a European but a Bengali Christian, for the Frenchman 
had to employ an interpreter to communicate with him. 1 — 1 Evidently the man had 
managed to forge for himself a clientele from amongst the local population, in effect 
functioning as a petty zamlndar of a local community to which he gave both religious 
and economic leadership. 1 — ] In this instance, it was neither a Muslim nor a Hindu 
institution but a fledgling Christian one that grew with agricultural development on 
the Bengal frontier. 

Nonetheless, while Bengal's agrarian frontier accommodated Hindu and even 
Christian institutional growth, it was a Muslim gentry that received the lion's share of 


patronage from Mughal district revenue officers. It was they who acquired the 
greatest amount of state-recognized control over patches of virgin jungle, who 
attracted the most local labor for reducing the land to rice paddy, and who built the 
mosques or shrines that in turn served as nuclei for the economic and religious 
transformation of micro-regions. Greater patronage ultimately favored the growth of 
rural Muslim communities over the growth of communities professing other religious 
identities. 

It would be wrong, however, to explain religious change here or elsewhere as 
simply a cultural dimension of political or economic change, or to understand Islam 
itself as a timeless and fixed system of beliefs and rituals that the people of the delta 
passively accepted. For in the midst of the dramatic socioeconomic changes taking 
place in premodern Bengal, Islam creatively evolved into an ideology of "world- 
construction"— an ideology of forest-clearing and agrarian expansion, serving not only 
to legitimize but to structure the very socioeconomic changes taking place on the 
frontier. On the one hand, Islamic institutions proved sufficiently flexible to 
accommodate the non-Brahmanized religious culture of premodern Bengal. On the 
other, the religious traditions already present in eastern Bengal made 
accommodations with the amalgam of rites, rituals, and beliefs that were associated 
with the village mosques and shrines then proliferating in their midst. In the process, 
Islamic and Bengali worldviews and cosmologies became fused in dynamic and 
creative ways, a topic to which we now turn. [ — ] 
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10. The Rooting of Islam in Bengal 


Why are you afraid of demons, when you have got the religious books? 


From the perspective of Mughal authorities in Dhaka or Murshidabad, the hundreds of 
tiny rural mosques and shrines established in the interior of eastern Bengal served as 
agents for the transformation of jungle into arable land and the construction of stable 
microsocieties loyal to the Mughal state. From a religious perspective, however, these 
same institutions facilitated the diffusion of uniquely Islamic conceptions of divine and 
human authority among groups under their socioeconomic influence. Government 
documents from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries note the 
establishment of new Friday assemblies or "circles" ( iqamat-i halqa-yi jum'a) at 
mosques or shrines patronized by the Mughal government, and refer to such 
communities as "dependents" (va bastagan) of those same institutions. [1] 

In forest tracts recently cleared for cultivation, the appearance of such 
assemblies coincided with the establishment of religious rites such as the fatiha at 
rural mosques and shrines. Named after the opening verse of the Qur'an, which would 
have been recited on the occasion, the fatiha was a simple rite of remembrance of the 
dead, usually followed by a feast. One type consisted of intercessory prayers offered 
to the Shi'a successors (imam) to the leadership of the Prophet Muhammad. [2] In 
another, the fatiha-yi darvishi, prayers were offered in memory of local darvlshes, 
that is, Muslim holy men . 131 Lists of persons supported by village mosques or shrines 
frequently mention "leaders in fatiha," "readers of fatiha," or simply "Qur'an- 
readers ." 1 - 1 

The cumulative effect of such simple observances was to promote the cult of 
Allah and associated lesser agencies in the religious universe of eastern Bengal. This 
process is usually glossed as "religious conversion," but the use of this phrase 
requires a precise understanding of both "religion" and "conversion." If one accepts 
the definition of religion proposed by the anthropologist Melford Spiro— "an institution 
consisting of culturally patterned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman 
beings" 151 — then it follows that, whatever other changes might occur, a society's 
acquisition of a new religious identity will involve a change in the identity of the 
superhuman beings postulated by that society. In tracing the process of Islamization 
in pre-modern Bengal, then, we need to focus on the increasing attention given to 
Allah, as well as to beings such as Iblis (Satan), Adam, Muhammad, the angel 
Gabriel, a host of minor spirits (Jinn), and the many saints (auliya or plrs) who 
entered popular traditions as intermediaries between human society and Allah. The 
term conversion is perhaps misleading when applied to this process, since it ordinarily 
connotes a sudden and total transformation in which a prior religious identity is wholly 
rejected and replaced by a new one. In reality, in Bengal, as in South Asian history 


generally, the process of Islamization as a social phenomenon proceeded so gradually 
as to be nearly imperceptible. 

Nonetheless, from the position of historical retrospect, one may discern three 
analytically distinct aspects to the process, each referring to a different relationship 
between Islamic and Indian superhuman agencies. One of these I am calling 
inclusion; a second, identification; and a third, displacement. By inclusion is meant 
the process by which Islamic superhuman agencies became accepted in local Bengali 
cosmologies alongside local divinities already embedded therein. By identification is 
meant the process by which Islamic superhuman agencies ceased merely to coexist 
alongside Bengali agencies, but actually merged with them, as when the Arabic name 
Allah was used interchangeably with the Sanskrit Niranjan . And finally, by 
displacement is meant the process by which the names of Islamic superhuman 
agencies replaced those of other divinities in local cosmologies. The three terms 
inclusion, identification, and displacement are of course only heuristic categories, 
proposed in an attempt to organize and grasp intellectually what was on the ground a 
very complex and fluid process. 


Inclusion 

In the corpus of premodern Bengali literature celebrating indigenous deities such as 
Manasa, Chandi, Satya Pir, Dharma, or Daksin Ray, one readily sees local cosmologies 
expanding in order to accommodate new superhuman beings introduced by foreign 
Muslims. [6] For example, we have seen that the Ray-Mangaia, a poem composed in 
1686, celebrated both the Bengali tiger god Daksin Ray ("King of the South") and a 
Muslim pioneer named Badi' Ghazi Khan. According to this poem, conflict between the 
two was resolved, not by one defeating or displacing the other, but by the elevation of 
Badi' Ghazi Khan to the status of a revered saint, and by the peaceful coexistence of 
the two figures, who would thenceforth hold a dual religious authority over the 
Sundarban forests of southern Bengal. This dual authority was represented by the 
installation of the symbol of the tiger god's head at the burial mound of the Muslim 
saint. The two were not, however, fused into a single religious personage, but 
remained mutually distinct. A separation of the indigenous and the exogenous was 
also maintained at a higher level. The agent who resolved the conflict between Daksin 
Ray and Badi' Ghazi Khan was neither the Hindu god Krishna nor the Islamic prophet 
Muhammad, but a single figure represented as half Krishna and half Muhammad. [z] 
Islamic superhuman agencies were thus associated with indigenous agencies at two 
levels, though not yet fully identified with them. [s] 

The inclusion of Muslim alongside local divinities is also seen in the rich tradition 
of folk ballads passed on orally by generations of professional bards. Since they were 
normally preceded by invocations ( bandana ) in which Bengal's rustic bards invoked 
any and all divinities considered locally powerful, these ballads tell us much about the 
religious universe of the unlettered audience to whom they were sung. Here we may 
consider the opening lines of "Nizam Dacoit," a ballad of Chittagong District dating 
from the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries : m 

First of all I bow down to the Supreme Deity [Prabhu], and secondly to (the same Omnipotent Being 
conceived as) the Creator [Sirjan]; and thirdly to the benign Incarnation of Light. The Koran and other 
scriptural texts I regard as revelation— the sacred utterances of the Lord [Prabhu] himself. 

When the Lord was engrossed in deep meditation, the luminous figure of Mahomet flashed before His 
mind's eye, and as He gazed and gazed upon the vision, He began to feel a certain softening of the heart. So 
out of love, He created the prophet Mahomet and sent him down to the earth as the very flower of the 
Robikul (the solar race). He next created the entire universe. Had there been no incarnation of Mahomet, 
there would not have been established the seat of God [ arskors , from Ar., 'arsh, "throne of God"] in all the 
three worlds. 

All reverence to Abdulla and to Amina; salutations at the feet of her, who bore in the womb Mahomet 
(the deliverer) of the earth. All honour to the city of Mecca in the west and to the Mahomedan saints; and 
further west, I do reverence to the city of Medina— the burial place of our Rosul [Prophet], Bibi Fatemah, 
daughter of Rosul, honoured of all, was called "mother" by all excepting Ali. 

In the north, I offer my tribute of respects to the Himalayas, beneath whose snowy heights lies the 
entire universe. I bow down to the rising sun in the east, and also to the shrine of Vrindavan, together with 
Lord Krishna, the Eternal Lover of sweet Radha. I next do reverence to the milky rivers and the ocean, 
dashing against the two shores, with sandy shoals in the middle. In all the four directions, I tender my 


respectful compliments to all the four sects of the Mussalmans. I pay homage to Mother Earth [Basumata] 
below and to the heavens above. 

I bow down to Mother Isamati in the village of Raunya and also to the mosque of the great Pir at 
Nawapara. I next make my salam to the hill of Kavalyamura to the right and the mosque of Hirmai to the 
left. The great upholders of truth are passed through these tracts. The river Sankha is also 
sacred. ...Tendering my regards to all the sacred spots, I proceed onwards and arrive at Sita Ghat [Sitakund], 
where I offer my tribute of worshipful regards to that ideal of womanly virtue— Sita Devi— and also to her 
lord Raghunatha [Rama ]. 1151 


Clearly, the religious culture of the area in which this ballad was sung included a 
broad spectrum of superhuman agencies, ranging from nearby plrs and rivers to the 
distant Himalayas and even the sublime Absolute of Indian philosophy. Above all, the 
invocation illustrates how easily Islamic superhuman figures could be included in what 
appears to have been a fluid, expandable cosmology. As in the case of the poem Ray- 
Mangala, moreover, the poet did not identify these powers with one another, but 
treated them as separate entities. 

The poem also includes both indigenous and exogenous religious ideas. On the 
one hand, we see the tenacity of the Bengali emphasis on divine power as manifested 
in female agency— Mother Isamati, Mother Earth, Sita, and Radha. It is significant that 
this emphasis is extended to include prominent females of Islamic history: special 
reverence goes to Amina, the Prophet's mother, and Fatima, his daughter, is referred 
to as "mother" to all except her husband, 'Ali. On the other hand, the poem shows 
that themes wholly foreign to the delta had also infiltrated the religious universe of 
the Bengali countryside. The emphasis on Light, the association of Light with the 
Prophet Muhammad, and the creation of the world as the result of God's desire to see 
himself, all confirm what we know from Mughal government documents examined in 
previous chapters— that many of the men who played decisive roles in disseminating 
Islamic ideas in Bengal were steeped in Sufi metaphysics. 

It is instructive to compare what these folk ballads have to say about the 
establishment of new mosques and shrines in eastern Bengal with what we know from 
the Mughal records discussed in chapters 8 and 9. Whereas government sanads 
describe the founding of local institutions from the perspective of the Mughal 
bureaucratic machine, the Bengali folk ballad tradition views the same process from 
the perspective of its rural clientele. Listen to the sixteenth-century ballad "Kanka and 
Lila," set in what is now Mymensingh District. "At this time," goes the ballad, 

there came a Mahomedan pir to that village. He built a mosque in its outskirts, and for the whole day sat 
under a fig tree. The whole space he cleared with care so that there was not one tuft of grass left. His fame 
soon spread far and wide. Everybody talked of the occult powers that he possessed. If a sick man called on 
him he would cure him at once by dust or some trifle touched by him. He read and spoke the innermost 
thoughts of a man before he opened his mouth. He took a little dust in his hand and out of it prepared sugar 
balls to the astonishment of the boys and girls who gathered around him. They greatly relished these 
presents from him. Hundreds of men and women came every day to pay him their respects. Presents of rice, 
fruits, and other delicious food, goats, chickens and fowls came in large quantities to his doors. Of these 
offerings the pir did not touch a bit but freely distributed all amongst the poor. 111 ' 

Although no known Mughal sanads pertain to this man or the mosque he built, it is 
likely that he, like the many plrs and mosque functionaries discussed in the preceding 
chapters, had received government support in the form of a tax-free land grant 
intended for clearing jungle, establishing a rice-cultivating community, and building 
the mosque. In any event, it is evident that, by virtue of his charisma and his 
association with magic, the pir of this ballad was understood as spiritually powerful. 
Villagers would likely have conferred on him an intermediate status between the 
human world and the transcendent power associated with his mosque. 

Given that this part of Bengal was overwhelmingly Muslim by the time of the 
earliest census reports in the late nineteenth century, it is tempting to hypothesize 
that the holy man's intermediary status helped in easing the local community's 
transfer of religious allegiances from non-Islam to Islam. But what does that actually 
mean? One can by no means assume that the gap between "Islam" and "non-Islam" 
in sixteenth-century Mymensingh was the same as that of the late twentieth century. 
Indeed, the idea of Islam as a closed system with definite and rigid boundaries is 
itself largely a product of nineteenth- and twentieth-century reform movements, 
whereas for rural Bengalis of the premodern period, the line separating "non-Islam" 
from "Islam" appears rather to have been porous, tenuous, and shifting. Indeed, such 


boundaries seem hardly to have been present at all. Popular literature dating from the 
seventeenth century, such as the Mymensingh ballads cited above, evolved amongst 
communities of people who were remarkably open to accepting any sort of agency, 
human or superhuman, that might assist them in coping with life's everyday 
problems. 

On this point we can profit from the insights of modern ethnographic research. 
Writing of religious change among the Yoruba of modern Nigeria, the anthropologist J. 
D.Y. Peel observes: "The more religion is regarded as a technique, whose 
effectiveness the individual may estimate for himself, the readier will the individual be 
to try out other techniques which seem promising. He will not be inclined to rely 
exclusively on one technique just for the sake of simplicity, nor will he prefer other 
techniques." 1 — ] Similarly, Melford Spiro notes the ruthless pragmatism that the Ifaluk 
peoples of the Central Carolines (in the western Pacific Ocean) had toward 
superhuman power. "When I asked a group of Ifaluk men about the power of the 
spirit whose therapeutic intervention was being invoked in a healing ceremony, their 
response was 'We don't know if he is powerful or not; maybe he is, maybe he isn't. If 
he is not, we'll throw him away' (i.e., we will no longer concern ourselves with 
him)." [i31 In the 1950s Igor Kopytoff remarked on the spirit of pragmatism with which 
the Suku of the Belgian Congo (now Zaire) assessed religious power. "There is a 
pervasive assumption in Suku culture," wrote Kopytoff, 

that somewhere, somehow, other methods exist for dealing with the culturally-given causes of misfortune- 
methods already known to others or as yet undiscovered. This instrumental orientation makes the system 
very much akin to a technology which is ever-receptive to innovation and trials of new means for the same 
ends. ...Spectacular abandonment of old medicines does not mean disbelief in the old as much as the 
acceptance of the greater efficacy of the new, in somewhat the same way that the adoption of a diesel 
engine does not mean the rejection of the principles of steam power. When an innovation is seen to be a 
failure, a return to the old proven techniques is a logical step. [i?] 

It is this pragmatic attitude to religious phenomena that characterizes the phase of 
religious change in Bengal I am calling inclusion. 

In sum, the worldview of the people here considered was the very opposite of a 
zero-sum-game cosmology, in which the addition of any one element requires the 
elimination of another. When Bengali communities began incorporating techniques or 
beliefs that we would call "Islamic" into their village systems, they did not consider 
these as challenging other techniques or beliefs already in the system, far less as 
requiring their outright abandonment. The holy man who appeared in sixteenth- 
century rural Mymensingh was locally believed to have brought something new to the 
village, some new access to superhuman power that the villagers had never before 
witnessed. Everyone spoke of his occult skills and of his ability to cure the sick and 
read the minds of others. But his arrival did not require a rejection of other cults— 
dedicated perhaps to the goddess Chandi or Manasa, the god Krishna, or a tiger god — 
that were locally familiar and known to be efficacious in tapping superhuman power. 
Nor did the saint come to the village proclaiming with great eclat that a New Age had 
dawned, a New World been ushered in. As Kopytoff writes of the Suku: "Instead of 
the promise of a new world, we have but the discovery of a new gimmick for handling 
the same old world." 1 — ] This predisposition to accept new "gimmicks" to deal with old 
problems, while not itself constituting the full religious transformation that subsequent 
generations would call "conversion," was nonetheless a necessary first step along this 
road. 


Identification 

Analytically distinct from merely including Islamic with local superhuman beings in an 
expanding, accordionlike cosmology was the process of identifying superhuman 
beings with one another. A classic example of this is seen in a bilingual Arabic and 
Sanskrit inscription from a thirteenth-century mosque in the coastal town of Veraval 
in Gujarat. Dated 1264, the inscription records that an Iranian merchant from Hormuz 
named Nur al-Din Firuz sponsored the construction of a mosque there. The Arabic text 
refers to the deity worshiped in the mosque as Allah, and describes Nur al-Din as "the 
king ( sultan ) of sea-men, the king of the kings of traders," and "the sun of Islam and 


the Muslims." By contrast, the Sanskrit text of the same inscription addresses the 
supreme god by the names Visvanatha ("lord of the universe"), sunyarOpa ("one 
whose form is of the void"), and VisvarOpa ("having various forms"). Moreover, it 
records that the mosque was built in the year "662 of the Rasula Mahammada, the 
preceptor ( bodhaka ) of the sailors ( nau-jana ) devoted to Visvanatha." The Sanskrit 
version thus identifies the deity worshiped in the mosque as Visvanatha, and the 
prophet of Islam as a bodhaka— that is, "preceptor," "elder," or "wise man." Similarly, 
it styles the mosque's builder, Nur al-Din Firuz, as a dharma-bhandaya, or "supporter 
of dharma"— that is, cosmic/social order as understood in classical Indian thought. 1161 
So, while the Arabic text presents the worldview of the Muslim patron, the Sanskrit 
text reflects that of the proximate Indian population, which simply identified Islam's 
God with Visvanatha, Islam's prophet with an Indian bodhaka, and the Muslim patron 
of this particular mosque with a "supporter of dharma." In short, the local Gujarati 
population, while looking at a monument its patrons dedicated to Allah, saw one 
dedicated to Visvanatha. 

In Bengali literature dating from the sixteenth century— romances, epics, 
narratives, and devotional poems— we find identifications of a similar type. [lzI The 
sixteenth-century poet Haji Muhammad identified the Arabic Allah with GosaT (Skt., 
"Master"), 1151 Saiyid Murtaza identified the Prophet's daughter Fatima with Jagat- 
jananT (Skt., "Mother of the world"), 1 — ] and Saiyid Sultan identified the God of Adam, 
Abraham, and Moses with Prabhu (Skt., "Lord") or, more frequently, Niranjan (Skt., 
"One without color," i.e., without qualities). 1 — ] Later, the eighteenth-century poet'Ali 
Raja identified Allah with Niranjan, Isvar (Skt., "God"), Jagat Isvar (Skt., "God of the 
universe"), and Kartar (Skt., "Creator"). 1 — ] Even while forest pioneers on the eastern 
frontier were planting the institutional foundations of Islamic rituals, then, Bengali 
poets deepened the semantic meaning of these rituals by identifying the lore and 
even the superhuman agencies of an originally foreign creed with those of the local 
culture. 

More than just translating Perso-Islamic romantic literature into the Bengali 
language, these poets attempted to adapt the whole range of Perso-Islamic 
civilization to the Bengali cultural universe. 1 — 1 This included Perso-Islamic aesthetic 
and literary sensibilities, as well as conceptions of divinity and superhuman agency. 
Thus the Nile river was identified with the Ganges, and a story set in biblical Egypt 
alludes to dark forests filled with tigers and elephants. The countryside in such stories 
abounds with banana and mango trees, peacocks and chirping parrots; people eat 
fish, curried rice, ghee, and sweet yogurt, and chew betel; women adorn themselves 
with sandal paste and glitter in silk saris and glass and gold bangles. Everywhere one 
smells the sweet aroma of fresh rice plants. 1231 

The reasons poets employed this mode of literary transmission are not hard to 
find. Already exposed somewhat to Brahmanic ideas of the proper social order and its 
supporting ideological framework, the rural masses of the eastern delta's expanding 
rice frontier were familiar with the Hindu epics. One sixteenth-century poet wrote that 
"Muslims as well as Hindus in every home" would read the Mahabharata, the great 
religious epic of classical India. Another poet of that century wrote of Muslims being 
moved to tears on hearing of Rama's loss of his beloved Sita in the epic Ramayana . [24] 
In addition to such Vaishnava sympathies, the people of this period were also 
saturated with the mangala-kavya literature that celebrated the exploits, power, and 
grace of specifically Bengali folk deities like Manasa and Chandi. It is hardly 
surprising, then, that romantic tales from the Islamic tradition drew on this rich 
indigenous substratum of religious culture. For example, an eighteenth-century 
Bengali version of the popular Iranian story of Joseph and Zulaikha employs imagery 
clearly recalling Radha's passionate love for Krishna, the central motif of the Bengali 
Vaishnava devotional movement. "Your face is as bright as the full moon," runs a 
description of the biblical Joseph, 

and your eyes are black as if bees are buzzing round them. Your eyebrows are like the bow of Kama [the 
Indian god of love] and your ears like lotuses which grow on shore. Your waist is as slim as that of a prowling 
tigress. Your step is as light as a bird's and when they see it even sages forget all else. Your body is as 
perfect as a well-made string of pearls. A maid, therefore, cannot control herself and longs for your 
embrace . 1251 

Similarly, the Sufi Saiyid Sultan, the epic poet of the late sixteenth-century 
Chittagong region, spares no detail in endowing Eve with the attributes of a Bengali 


beauty. She uses sandal powder and wraps her hair in a bun adorned with a string of 
pearls and flowers. She wears black eye paste, and a pearl necklace is draped around 
her neck. Adam was struck by the beauty of the spot ( sindur ) on her forehead 
"because it reminded him of the sun in the sky." [ — ] 

The authors of this literature, Bengali Muslims, consciously presented Islamic 
imagery and ideas in terms readily familiar to a rural population of nominal Muslims 
saturated with folk Bengali and Hindu religious ideas. [2Z1 Yet in doing so they felt a 
degree of anguish. Although certain that Arabic was the appropriate literary vehicle 
for the transmission of Islamic ideas, they could not use a language with which their 
Bengali audience was unfamiliar. Referring to this dilemma, the seventeenth-century 
poet 'Abd al-Nabi wrote, "I am afraid in my heart lest God should be annoyed with me 
for having rendered Islamic scriptures in Bengali. But I put aside my fear and firmly 
resolve to write for the good of common people." 1 — ] Similar feelings were voiced by 
Saiyid Sultan, who lamented, 

Nobody remembers God and the Prophet; 

The consciousness of many ages has passed. 

Nobody has transmitted this knowledge in the local language. 

From sorrow, I determined 

To talk more and more about the Prophet. 

It is my misfortune that I was born a Bengali. 

None of the Bengalis understand Arabic, 

And so not one has understood any of the discourse of his own religion. 1 — 1 
Such expressions of tension between Bengali culture and the perceived "foreignness" 
of Islam were typical among those who were outsiders to the rural experience— 
whether they were members of Bengal's premodern Muslim literati, European 
travelers in Bengal, or modern-day observers. 

But the rural masses do not appear to have been troubled by such tensions, or 
even to have noticed them. For them, an easy identification of the exogenous with the 
indigenous— that is, the "Arabic" with the "Bengali"— had resulted from prolonged 
cultural contact, in the course of which Allah and the various superhuman agencies 
associated with him gradually seeped into local cosmologies. What the anthropologist 
Jack Goody has written of modern West Africa applies equally to premodern Bengal: 

"I know of no society in West Africa which does not make an automatic identification 
of their own High God with the Allah of the Muslims and the Jehovah of the Christians. 
The process is not a matter of conversion but of identification. Nevertheless, it 
prepares the ground for change, here as elsewhere. " [3fil An excellent illustration of this 
is found in the earliest preaching of Christianity among the pagan Greeks. Addressing 
the council of Athens in the first Christian century, the apostle Paul declared: 

Men of Athens, I have seen for myself how extremely scrupulous you are in all religious matters, because I 
noticed, as I strolled round admiring your sacred monuments, that you had an altar inscribed: To an 
Unknown God. Well, the God whom I proclaim is in fact the one whom you already worship without knowing 
it.™ 

Instead of demanding outright rejection of the Athenian pantheon, Paul not only 
complimented the Greeks on their religious scruples but identified the Christian deity 
with an indigenous one, thereby making a transition from the "old" to the "new" both 
possible and acceptable. 1 — ] 

We see an instance of identification in premodern Bengal in the history of the 
cult of the legendary holy man Satya Pir. Over a hundred manuscript works 
concerning this cult have been identified, most of them dating from the eighteenth 
century, with the earliest of them dating to the sixteenth century. [M] The emergence 
of the cult thus coincided chronologically with the growth of agrarian communities 
focused on the tiny thatched mosques and shrines that proliferated throughout rural 
East Bengal in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The early literature written 
in praise of Satya Pir portrays a folk society innocent of hardened communal 
boundaries, and one that freely assimilated a variety of beliefs and practices that 
were "in the air" in Bengal's premodern religious environment. A text devoted to the 
cult composed by the poet Sankaracharya in 1664 identifies Satya Pir as the son of 
one of Sultan 'Ala al-Din Husain Shah's daughters, and hence a Muslim. Another 
version, composed by Krishnahari Das, begins with invocations to Allah and stories of 
the Prophet. Yet the same text portrays Satya Pir as born of the goddess Chandbibi 
and as having come into the world to redress all human ills in the Kali Yuga, the last 


and lowest Hindu epoch preceding a period of restored justice and harmony. Other 
texts explicitly identify this Satya Pir with the divinity Satya Narayan, understood as a 
form of the Brahmanic god Vishnu. [M] 

Some scholars have understood the Satya Pir cult, and indeed Bengali folk 
religion generally, in terms of a synthesis of Islam and Hinduism. 1 — ] But such thinking 
simply projects back into the premodern period notions of religion that became 
widespread in the colonial nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and that postulated the 
more or less timeless existence of two separate and self-contained communities in 
Bengal, adhering to two separate and self-contained religious systems, "Hinduism" 
and "Islam." Reinforcing this understanding was the objective polarization of colonial 
Bengali society into politically conscious groups drawn along communal lines. Thus it 
was at this time that Muslims ceased worshiping Satya Pir, while Satya Narayan 
became identified as an exclusively Hindu deity worshiped only by Hindus. [M] In 
reality, though, such polarized religious communities had evolved out of a time when 
religious identities at the folk level were far less self-conscious and religious systems 
were far more open-ended than in modern times. 

It is not only during or since colonial times, however, that people have held to a 
polarized image of premodern Bengali religious culture. Even contemporary 
Europeans saw Bengali society through binary lenses. "Mahometans as well as 
Gentiles," wrote the French traveler Frangois Pyrard in early 1607, "deem the water 
[of the Ganges River] to be blessed, and to wash away all offences, just as we regard 
confession." 1 — ] Here the author's reference point is not twentieth-century Bengal, 
riven by its communal loyalties, but seventeenth-century Catholic Europe, riven by its 
communal loyalties. Considering France's long history of confrontational relations with 
nearby Arab Islam, Pyrard doubtless presumed a clear understanding of what 
constituted a "Mahometan," and respect for the sanctity of the Ganges River would 
certainly not have been included in that understanding. Imagining deltaic society to 
have been sharply divided into two mutually exclusive socioreligious communities, the 
Frenchman was naturally struck by the spectacle of "Muslims" participating in a 
"Hindu" rite. 

To understand premodern Bengali society on its own terms requires suspending 
the binary categories typical of modern observers such as D. C. Sen, [ — ] of 
contemporary outsiders such as Frangois Pyrard, and of members of the 
contemporary Muslim elite such as Saiyid Sultan, all of whom were informed by 
normative understandings of Islam. Instead of visualizing two separate and self- 
contained social groups, Hindus and Muslims, participating in rites in which each 
stepped beyond its "natural" communal boundaries, one may see instead a single 
undifferentiated mass of Bengali villagers who, in their ongoing struggle with life's 
usual tribulations, unsystematically picked and chose from an array of reputed 
instruments— a holy man here, a holy river there— in order to tap superhuman power. 
What Dusan Zbavitel has written of the ballads of premodern Mymensingh— that they 
were "neither products of Hindu or Muslim culture, but of a single Bengali folk- 
culture" 1 — ] — may be justly said of premodern Bengali folk religion generally. 


Displacement 

A third dimension of the Islamization process— the displacement of Bengali 
superhuman agencies from the local cosmology and their replacement by Islamic 
ones— is clearly visible in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when waves of 
Islamic reform movements such as the Fara'izi and the Tariqah-i Muhammadiyah 
swept over the Bengali countryside. These movements aimed to strip from Bengali 
Islam all the indigenous beliefs and practices to which folk communities had been 
accommodated, and to instill among them an exclusive commitment to Allah and the 
Prophet Muhammad. 

The most influential nineteenth-century reform movement, the Fara-'idi, had 
been launched by Haji Shariat Allah (d. 1840), a man of humble rural origins who in 
1799 made a pilgrimage to Mecca when only eighteen years of age. He then passed 


nineteen years in religious study in Islam's holiest city at a time when Arabia itself 
had fallen under the spell of a zealous reform movement, Wahhabism. Returning to 
Bengal in 1818, the haji found that customs that had seemed natural to him before 
his pilgrimage now appeared as grotesque aberrations from Islam as practiced in 
Wahhabi Arabia. From 1818 until his death in 1840, he tirelessly applied himself to 
reforming his Bengali co-religionists. In time, he passed into legend as an almost 
super-historical figure, a savior of Islam in Bengal, [4al whose deeds a local bard 
versified around 1903-6: 

Where had you been When Haji Shariat Allah came thither (to Bengal)? 

Who did abolish the custom of Fatihah, The worship of shrines, and stop the 
corrupt Mullah? 

When he set his foot in Bengal All shirk (polytheism) and bid'at (sinful 
innovation) were 
trampled down. 

All these bid'at were then abolished 

And the sun of Islam rose high in the sky. [ — ] 

In 1894 James Wise characterized the nineteenth-century reform movement as one of 
"ignorant and simple peasants, who of late years have been casting off the Hindu 
tinsel which has so long disfigured their religion. " [42] But as the above poem shows, 
more was involved in Haji Shariat Allah's movement than merely casting off "Hindu 
tinsel." References to the hajl’s efforts to abolish the fatiha and the "worship of 
shrines," and to inhibit the influence of "corrupt" mulla s, point to an attempt to 
eliminate the very instruments and institutions by which Islam had originally taken 
root in the delta. Without the shrines whose establishment had been authorized by 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century provincial Mughal officials, there would have 
been no institutional basis for mulla s and other members of the religious gentry to 
establish the fatiha — that is, readings from the Qur'an— in the newly created 
settlements of the eastern delta's expanding rice frontier. 

Under the influence of the teachings of another Muslim reformist, Karamat ' Ali 
(d. 1874), boatmen of Noakhali District who had hitherto been addressing their 
prayers to the saint Badar and to Panch Pir (the "five pirs"), were soon addressing 
their prayers to Allah alone. [ — ] Such activity on the divine level was paralleled by 
similar activity at the human level. Bengalis whose identity as Muslims had not 
previously been expressed in exclusivist terms now began adopting Arabic surnames, 
a sure sign of a deepening attachment to Islamic ideals. For example, the district 
gazetteer for Noakhali, published in 1911, notes that the "vast majority of the Shekhs 
and lower sections of the community are descended from the aboriginal races of the 
district," and that Muslims "with surnames of Chand, Pal, and Dutt are to be found in 
the district to this day." [44] But by 1956 it was observed that among Muslims of that 
district such names had practically disappeared and, owing to "the influence of 
reforming priests," had been replaced by Arabic surnames. 1 — ] 

There is, then, no denying that in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

Bengali Muslims became increasingly aware of the beliefs and practices then current 
in the Arab heartland, and that they attempted to integrate those beliefs and 
practices into their identity as Muslims. [46] The factors contributing to this sense of 
awareness are well known: the assault on Islam mounted by Christian missionaries in 
India, the spread of reformist literature facilitated by print technology, political 
competition between Muslim and non-Muslim communities in the context of colonial 
rule, steamship technology, and a quickened incidence of pilgrimage to Arabia. As the 
ethnographer H. H. Risley wrote in 1891: "Even the distant Mecca has been brought, 
by means of Mesrs. Cook's steamers and return -tickets, within reach of the faithful in 
India; and the influence of Mahomedan missionaries and return pilgrims has made 
itself felt in a quiet but steady revival of orthodox usage in Eastern Bengal. " [4Z] 

It would be wrong, however, to think of movements to purify local cosmologies 
as phenomena confined to the nineteenth or twentieth centuries, or as functions of, or 
responses to, the advent of "modernism." 1 — ] Both in the original rise of Islam in 
Arabia and in the subsequent growth of Islam in premodern Bengal, one finds 
movements comparable both socially and theologically to those of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. In all three instances— in early Arabia, in premodern Bengal, and 
in modern Bengal— lesser superhuman agencies came to be absorbed under or into 


the sovereignty of a single deity, a dynamic process Max Weber called "religious 
rationalization. " [45] 

The first of these, the rise of Islam in Arabia, established the model for the 
subsequent movements in Bengal, as in the Muslim world at large. Sources dating 
from the second through the seventh centuries reveal the gradual evolution of a 
monotheistic cult, heavily influenced by Jewish practice and Jewish apocalyptic 
thought, that in the time of Muhammad (d. 632) succeeded in absorbing neighboring 
pagan cults in the Arabian peninsula. As early as the second Christian century, a 
Nabataean inscription identified Allah as the patron deity of an Arab tribe in 
northwestern Arabia. 1 — ] By the fifth century, two centuries before Muhammad, a 
Greek source reports Arab communities in northern Arabia practicing a religion that, 
although corrupted by the influence of their pagan neighbors, resembled the religion 
of the Hebrews up to the days of Moses. They practiced circumcision like the Jews, 
refrained from eating pork, and observed "many other Jewish rites and customs." The 
source adds that these Arabs had come into contact with Jews, from whom they 
learned of their descent from Abraham through Ishmael and Hagar. 1 — 1 The earliest 
known biography of Muhammad, found in an Armenian chronicle dating from the 
660s, describes the Arabian prophet as a merchant who restored the religion of 
Abraham among his people and led his believers into Palestine in order to recover the 
land God had promised them as descendants of Abraham. 1521 

Between the second and seventh centuries, then, Allah had grown from the 
patron deity of a second-century Arab tribe to, in Muhammad's day, the high God of 
all Arabs, as well as the God of Abraham. This evolutionary process is also visible in 
the Qur'an. Before Muhammad's mission, the tribes of western Arabia were already 
paying increasing attention to Allah at the expense of lesser divinities or tribal deities. 
By the time Muhammad began to preach, Allah had become identified as the "Lord of 
the Ka'aba" (Qur'an 106:3), and hence the chief god of the pagan deities whose 
images were housed in the Meccan shrine. In some Qur'anic passages the existence of 
lesser divinities and angels was also affirmed, although their effectiveness as 
intercessors with Allah was denied. 1511 In others, however, Arab deities other than 
Allah were specifically dismissed as nothing "but names which ye have named, ye and 
your fathers, for which Allah hath revealed no warrant." 1 — 1 This latter passage 
indicates the triumph of the monotheistic ideal, the end point of an evolutionary 
process in which divinities other than Allah were not merely dismissed as ineffectual 
but denied altogether. 

Such a process of religious rationalization was repeated in premodern Bengal, as 
seen especially in the Nabl-Bamsa, the ambitious literary effort of Saiyid Sultan. This 
poet and local Sufi of the Chittagong region flourished toward the end of the sixteenth 
century, a time when the forested hinterland of the southeastern delta was only 
beginning to be touched by plow agriculture and intense exposure to the Qur'an. 
Characterized as a "national religious epic" for Bengali Muslims, 1 — 1 the Nabl-Bamsa is 
epic not only in its size— the work contains over twenty-two thousand rhymed 
couplets— but also in one of its principal aims: to treat the major deities of the Hindu 
pantheon, including Brahma, Vishnu, siva, Rama, and Krishna, as successive prophets 
of God, followed in turn by Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. 

In this respect we may compare Saiyid Sultan's overall endeavor with that of the 
mid-eighth-century Arab writer Ibn Ishaq (d. ca. 767), author of the earliest Islamic 
biography of the Prophet Muhammad. Both men aimed at writing a universal history 
that began with Creation and continued through the life of the Prophet Muhammad. 

To this end both divided their works into two large sections: a first part detailing the 
lives of all the prophets preceding Muhammad— which in Ibn Ishaq's work was entitled 
the Kitab al-Mubtada', "Book of Beginnings"— and a second part devoted exclusively to 
the Prophet Muhammad. This organization gave both works a powerful teleological 
trajectory. "By including all the world's history," writes the historian Gordon Newby, 
Ibn Ishaq's Kitab al-Mubtada'" demonstrated that time's course led to Islam, which 
embraced the prophets and holy men of Judaism and Christianity, and finally 
produced the regime of the Abbasids, whose empire embraced Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews." Moreover, as a commentary on both the Bible and the Qur'an, the Kitab 
al-Mubtada' "fosters the Muslim claim that Islam is the heir to Judaism and 
Christianity." 1 — 1 In like fashion, the Nabl-Bamsa, by commenting extensively on Vedic, 


Vaishnava, and saiva divinities, in addition to biblical figures, fostered the claim that 
Islam was the heir, not only to Judaism and Christianity, but also to the religious 
traditions of pre-Muslim Bengal. 

The structural similarity between the Kitab al-Mubtada' and the Nabi-Bamsa 
arises from the similar historical circumstances in which the two works emerged. Both 
authors lived in frontier situations where religious and social boundaries were very 
much in flux and where Islam, though politically dominant, was new and 
demographically dwarfed by a majority of adherents to much older creeds. In both 
cases, moreover, the religious and social identity of the Muslim community had not 
yet fully crystallized and was still very much in the process of formation. Such 
"frontier" circumstances fostered a climate conducive to literary creativity, 1521 as both 
Ibn Ishaq and Saiyid Sultan felt it necessary to define the cultural identity of their 
own communities in relation to larger, non-Muslim societies. Both endeavored to 
specify the historical and cosmic roles played by prophets who had preceded and 
foreshadowed the prophetic career of Muhammad. Such a strategy not only 
established vital connections between the larger community and their own but, more 
important, asserted their own claims to primacy over the majority communities. 

Ibn Ishaq wrote the bulk of his Kitab al-Mubtada' in Baghdad during the 760s. 
Located near the capital of the former Sasanian Persian dynasty, far to the north of 
what was then the Islamic heartland— Mecca and Medina in western Arabia— Baghdad 
in Ibn Ishaq's day was still in a cultural frontier zone, where a good deal of interaction 
between Muslims and non-Muslims could and did take place. At that time Muslims 
comprised less than 10 percent of the population of Iraq and Iran, the remainder 
being mainly Christian, Jewish, or ZoroastrianT— ] Since many figures from the 
Christian and Jewish scriptures also appear in the Qur'an, early Muslim scholars like 
Ibn Ishaq, desiring to form a fuller understanding of the Islamic revelation, took pains 
to collect lore concerning such biblical figures from representatives of the Jewish and 
Christian communities. [52] These extra-Islamic materials were then fitted into an 
evolving conception of community, history, and prophethood that linked the new 
Muslim community to the older communities, while at the same time distinguishing 
the new from the older communities. 

Thus by the eighth century the most creative forces that served to forge an 
Islamic cultural identity were no longer to be found in Islam's original centers of 
Mecca and Medina, which had already become cities of shrines and reliquaries. 

Rather, the new religion's most creative energies had by then passed to the north, 
where Arab Muslims encountered, and had to come to terms with, much older 
civilizations. But Baghdad would not for long remain a frontier society. Ibn Ishaq 
happened to live there during the culturally formative and doctrinally fluid moment 
just before Abbasid power was consolidated, before the schools of Islamic Law had 
crystallized, and before Baghdad itself had passed from a frontier town to a sprawling 
metropolis at the hub of a vital and expanding Islamic civilization. At this point, when 
most of Iraq, Syria, and Iran converted to Islam, concern with pre-Islamic history 
slackened, and the part of Ibn Ishaq's work dealing with pre-Islamic prophets, the 
Kitab al-Mubtada', fell into disrepute, soon to disappear altogether from circulation. 1 — ] 

Although separated from the Kitab al-Mubtada' by eight hundred years, Saiyid 
Sultan's Nabi-Bamsa appeared during a similar phase in the evolution of a Muslim 
community's socioreligious self-consciousness. Hence we find in it a similar tendency 
simultaneously to associate Islam with earlier traditions and to dissociate it from 
them. Saiyid Sultan not only identified the God of Adam with the Sanskrit names 
Prabhu and Niranjan; he also identified the Islamic notion of a prophet ( nabi ), ora 
messenger sent down by God, with the Indian notion of an avatar, or an incarnation 
of a deity. [fi11 The poet lays out these ideas at the very beginning of the epic. "As the 
butter is hidden in the milk," he wrote, drawing on the rich imagery of India's Puranic 
literature, "that is how Prabhu was co-existent with the Universe. He manifested 
himself in the shape of Muhammad, as his avatar." lSA] The author also juxtaposed 
Indian with Sufi notions of divine activity. After expressing the Vaishnava sentiment 
that Krishna had been created "in order to manifest love ( Are//) at Vrindavan," the poet 
expressed the Sufi sentiments that God ("Niranjan") used to enjoy his own self by 
gazing at his reflected image in a mirror, and that before creating the sky and the 
angels he had created the "Light of Muhammad" ( Nur-i Muhammad). 1 — ] Saiyid Sultan 


even understood the four Vedas as successive revelations sent down by God 
("Niranjan," "Kartar"), each one given to a different "great person" ( mahajan ). 
Accordingly, Brahmans had been created in order to teach about Niranjan and to 
explain the Vedas to the people. [M] Rather than repudiating Bengal's older religious 
and social worlds, then, the epic served to connect Islam with Bengal's socioreligious 
past, or at least with that part of it represented in the high textual tradition of the 
Brahmans. 

Indeed, the book's very title— Nabl-Bamsa means "the family of the Prophet"— 
points to the author's overall effort to situate Muhammad within a wider "family" of 
Bengali deities and Hebrew prophets. Like family members pitching in to solve 
domestic problems, Islamic figures in the Nabl-Bamsa occasionally appear for the 
purpose of resolving specifically Indian dilemmas or problematic outcomes. Even 
before creating man, wrote the poet, Niranjan created a prophet ( nabl ) to preach to 
the angels and demons because they had become forgetful of dharma, or "duty" as 
understood in classical Indian thought. 1 — ] And Adam himself was created from the soil 
of the earth goddess Ksiti, mother of Sita, as a device for resolving the problematic 
conclusion of the popular epic Ramayana. Upon hearing Ksiti's complaints concerning 
the shame suffered by her daughter Sita, whom people had falsely blamed for 
infidelity to Rama, Niranjan told the angels, "By means of Adam I will nurture Ksiti ; I 
will create Adam from the soil ( mat 1) of Ksiti." 1 — ] 

But it would be wrong to consider the Nabl-Bamsa a basically "Hindu" epic with a 
few important Islamic personages and terms simply added to it, or as a "syncretic" 
work that merely identifies foreign deities with local deities. For on fundamental 
points of theology, the poet clearly drew on Judeo-Islamic and not on Indie thought. 
For example, his contention that each nabl/avatar of God (i.e., "Niranjan") had been 
given a scripture appropriate for his time, departed from the Indian conception of 
repeated incarnations of the divine and affirmed instead the Judeo-Islamic "once- 
only" conception of prophethood. Moreover, the epic did not subscribe to a view of 
cosmic history as oscillating between ages of splendor and ages of ruin in the cyclical 
manner characteristic of classical Indian thought. Rather, according to Saiyid Sultan, 
as religion in the time of each nabl/avatar became corrupt, God sent down later 
prophets with a view to propagating belief in one god, culminating in the last and 
most perfect nabl/avatar, Muhammad. Already in the four Vedas, the poet states, God 
("Kartar") had given witness to the certain coming of Muhammad's prophetic 
mission. [fiZI 

The epic thus presents a linear conception of religious time that is not at all 
cyclical, but moves forward toward God's final prophetic intervention in human affairs. 
It thus fully accords with the Qur'anic understanding of prophecy and of God's role in 
human history. It is, of course, true that the poet identifies Allah with Niranjan , and 
nabl with avatar. But the Prophet Muhammad is seen as standing at the end of a long 
chain of Middle Eastern prophets and Indian divinities, with whom he is in no way 
confused or identified. By proclaiming the finality and superiority of Muhammad's 
prophetic mission, then, Saiyid Sultan's work provides the rationale for displacing all 
other nabl/avatars from Bengal's religious atmosphere. In this respect, Saiyid Sultan 
departed from the tradition of previous Bengali poets, who were content with merely 
including Allah in Bengali cosmologies, or with identifying Allah with deities in those 
cosmologies. 

In fact, the poet explains the whole Hindu socioreligious order as it existed in his 
own day as the work of the fallen Islamic angel Iblis, or Satan. "The descendants of 
Cain," he wrote, "indulged in worshiping idols ( murti ) in the shape of men, birds and 
pigs— all taught them by Iblis. " [ — ] And it was Iblis who, on discovering the Vedas, had 
deliberately created an alternative, corrupted text, which the Brahmans unwittingly 
propagated among the people. [fi21 On this basis. Brahmans were said to have 
misguidedly taught people, for example, to cremate their dead instead of returning 
them to the ground from which man was created. [Z2] And it was from such corrupted 
scriptures that Brahmans got the idea of wearing unstitched clothing (i.e, the dhoti ) 
instead of stitched clothing. 1 — ] For the use of stitched clothing had been taught by 
"Shish" (Seth in Genesis), the son of Adam and Eve after Abel's death, from whom 
were descended the righteous people of the earth, the Muslims. 1 — ] 


In short, far from describing Islamic superhuman agencies in Indian terms, the 
Nabl-Bamsa does just the opposite: while Brahmans are portrayed as the unwitting 
teachers of a body of texts deliberately corrupted by Iblis, the rest of the Hindu social 
order is portrayed as descended from Cain, the misguided son of Adam and Eve. It 
was only from Adam and Eve's other son, Shish, that a "rightly guided" community, 
the Muslim umma, would descend. The epic thus reflects a level of consciousness that 
had come to understand Islam as more than just another name for an already dense 
religious cosmology, and "Allah" as more than just another name for a familiar 
divinity. Rather, Saiyid Sultan, like the early Arab writer Ibn Ishaq, understood the 
advent of Islam as the inevitable result of a unique cosmic and historical process. 


Literacy and Islamization 

Although the growth of Islam in Bengal witnessed no neat or uniform progression 
from inclusion to identification to displacement, one does see, at least in the eastern 
delta, a general drive toward the eventual displacement of local divinities. In part, one 
can explain this in terms of Bengal's integration, since the late sixteenth century, into 
a pan-Indian, and indeed, a global civilization. Akbar's 1574 conquest of the 
northwestern delta established a pattern by which the whole delta would be politically 
and economically integrated with North India. What was unique about the east, 
however, was that prior to the late sixteenth century, its hinterland had remained 
relatively undeveloped and isolated as compared with the west; hence the expansion 
of Mughal power there was accompanied by the establishment of new agrarian 
communities and not simply the integration of old ones. Composed partly of 
outsiders— emigrants from West Bengal or even North India— and partly of newly 
peasantized indigenous communities of former fishermen or shifting cultivators, these 
communities typically coalesced around the many rural mosques, shrines, or Qur'an 
schools built by enterprising pioneers who had contracted with the government to 
transform tracts of virgin jungle into fields of cultivated paddy. 

It was mainly in the east, moreover, that political incorporation was 
accompanied by the intrusion and eventual primacy of Islamic superhuman agencies 
in local cosmologies. Contributing to this was the very nature of Islamic religious 
authority, which does not flow from priests, magicians, or other mortal agents, but 
from a medium that is ultimately immortal and unchallengeable— written scripture. 

The connection between literacy and divine power in Islam is perfectly explicit. [ — 1 
Moreover, well before their rise to prominence in Bengal, Muslims had already 
constructed a great world civilization around the Qur'an and the vast corpus of 
literature making up Islamic Law. It is therefore not coincidental that Muslims have 
described theirs as the "religion of the Book." 

It is true, of course, that the Hindu tradition is also scripturally based. As living 
repositories of Vedic learning, or at least of traditions that derive legitimacy from that 
learning. Brahmans "represent" scriptural authority in a way roughly analogous to the 
way Muslim men of piety mediate, and thus "represent," the Qur'an. By the time of 
the Turkish conquest, a scripturally based religious culture under Brahman leadership 
had already become well entrenched in the dense and socially stratified society of the 
western delta. In this context, the intrusion of another scripturally defined religious 
culture, Islam, failed to have a significant impact. But the coherence of the Brahmanic 
socioreligious order progressively diminished as one moved from west to east across 
the delta, rendering the preliterate masses of the east without an authority structure 
sufficient to withstand that of Islam. Among these peoples the rustic shrines, 
mosques, and Qur'an schools that we have been examining introduced a type of 
religious authority that was fundamentally new and of greater power relative to what 
had been there previously. "In non-literate societies," writes J. D.Y. Peel, a scholar of 
religious change in modern West Africa, 

the past is perceived as entirely servant of the needs of the present, things are forgotten and myth is 
constructed to justify contemporary arrangements; there are no dictionary definitions of words. ...In religion 
there is no sense of impersonal or universal orthodoxy of doctrine; legitimate belief is as a particular priest 
or elder expounds it. But where the essence of religion is the Word of God, where all arguments are resolved 


by an appeal to an unchangeable written authority, where those who formulate new beliefs at a time of crisis 
commit themselves by writing and publishing pamphlets. ..religion acquires a rigid basis. "Structural amnesia" 
is hardly possible; what was thought in the past commits men to particular courses of action in the present; 
religion comes to be thought of as a system of rules, emanating from an absolute and universal God, which 
are quite external to the thinker, and to which he must conform and bend himself, if he would be saved . w 

In eastern Bengal, where Brahmans were thinly scattered, the analog to Peel's 
"particular priest or elder" was typically a local ritualist who was neither literate nor a 
Brahman. True, the mosque builders, rural mulla s, or charismatic plrs who fanned out 
over the eastern plains may also have been illiterate; moreover, the basis of their 
authority, like that of indigenous non-Muslim ritualists, was often charismatic in 
nature. But what is important is that these same men patronized Qur'an readers and 
"readers of fatiha," who, even if themselves only semi-literate in Arabic, were seen as 
representing the authority of the written word as opposed to the ad hoc, localized, 
and transient authority of indigenous ritualists. 1251 Therefore, with the introduction of 
Qur'an readers, Qur'an schools, and "readers of fatiha" into the delta, the relatively 
fluid and expansive cosmology of pre-Muslim eastern Bengal began to resolve into 
one favoring the primacy of Allah and the Prophet Muhammad. As Peel puts it, religion 
began to acquire "a rigid basis." 

Further facilitating the growth of this "religion of the Book" in Bengal was the 
diffusion of paper and of papermaking technology. Introduced from Central Asia into 
North India in the thirteenth century by Persianized Turks, by the fifteenth century 
the technology of paper production had found its way into Bengal, where it eventually 
replaced the palm leaf. 1 — 1 Already in 1432, the Chinese visitor Ma Huan remarked that 
the Bengalis' "paper is white; it is made out of the bark of a tree, and is as smooth 
and glossy as deer's skin." [zzl And by the close of the sixteenth century the poet 
Mukundaram noted the presence of whole communities of Muslim papermakers 
(kagajJ) in Bengali cities. 1 — 1 The revolutionary impact that the technology of literacy 
made on premodern Bengali society is suggested in the ordinary Bengali words for 
paper ( kagaj ) and pen ( kalam ), both of which are corrupted loan words from Perso- 
Arabic. It is also significant that on Bengal's expanding agrarian frontier, the 
introduction of papermaking technology coincided with the rise of a Muslim religious 
gentry whose authority structure was ultimately based on the written word— scripture. 
While it would be the crudest technological determinism to say that the diffusion of 
paper production simply caused the growth of Islam in Bengal or elsewhere, it is 
certainly true that this more efficient technology of knowledge led to more books, 
which in turn promoted a greater familiarity with at least the idea of literacy, and that 
this greater familiarity led, in turn, to the association of the written word with 
religious authority. 

Serving to check the growth of the "religion of the Book," however, was the fact 
that the book in question, the Qur'an, was written in a language unknown to the 
masses of Bengali society. Moreover, since the Qur'an had been revealed in Arabic, in 
Bengal as elsewhere fear of tampering with the word of God inhibited its outright 
translation. As we have seen, Bengali Muslims were extremely reluctant to translate 
even Islamic popular lore into Bengali. Of course, they could have done what many 
other non-Arab Muslims did— that is, retain their own language for written discourse 
but render it in the Arabic script, as happened in Iran (modern Persian) and North 
India (Urdu). The transliteration of any language into Arabic script not only facilitates 
the assimilation of Arabic vocabulary but fosters a psychological bond between non- 
Arab and Arab Muslims. In the seventeenth century, in fact, attempts were made to 
do the same for Bengali. The Dhaka Museum has a manuscript work composed in 
1645 entitled Maqtul Husain— a tract treating the death of Husain at Karbala— written 
in Bengali but using the Arabic, and not the Bengali, script. 1221 Although subsequent 
writers made similar such literary attempts, 1221 it is significant that the effort never 
took hold, with the result that Bengali Muslims remain today the world's largest body 
of Muslims who, despite Islamization, have retained both their language and their 
script. 1 — 1 

Since Islamic scripture was neither translated nor transliterated in premodern 
Bengal, it not surprisingly first entered mass culture in a magical, as opposed to 
liturgical, context. In Ksemananda's Manasa-Mangaia, a work composed in the mid 
seventeenth century, we hear that in the house of one of the poem's Hindu figures 
(Laksmindhara, son of Chand), a copy of the Qur'an was kept along with other charms 


for the purpose of warding off evil influence. [a2] From the remarks of Vijaya Gupta, a 
poet of East Bengal's Barisal region, who wrote in 1494, [aa] we find an even earlier 
reference to the same use of Muslim scripture. In this instance, the written word 
appeared not in a Hindu household but in the hands of a mulla. A group of seven 
weavers, evidently Muslims, since they resided in "Husainhati," were bitten by snakes 
unleashed by the goddess Manasa and went to the court of the qazl seeking help. 
Wrote the poet: 

There was a teacher of the QadT named Khalas...who always engaged himself in the study of the Q ur'an and 
other religious books. ...He said, if you ask me, I say, why are you afraid of demons [ bhut ], when you have 
got the religious books. Write (extracts) from the book and hang it down the neck. If then also the demons 
(implying snakes) bite, I shall be held responsible. The QadT accepted what the Mulla said and all present 
took amuletfs] from him (the Mu//a). [M1 

Here we see a Muslim ritualist mediating on the people's behalf with a class of 
ubiquitous spirits, bhut, that pervaded (and still pervades) the folk Bengali 
cosmology. 1 — ] Moreover, the mulla clearly used the scripture in a magical and not a 
liturgical context, for it was not by reading the holy book that he dealt with evil spirits 
but by having his clients wear written extracts from it around their necks— a usage 
that enjoyed the endorsement of the state-appointed Muslim judge, or qazJ. l — ] In 
modern times, too, one finds ritualists employing the magical power of the Qur'an for 
healing purposes in precisely the manner that mulla s had done three centuries earlier. 
In 1898 an ojha, a local shamanlike ritualist, was observed in a village in Sylhet 
District using Qur'anic passages in his treatment of persons possessed by bhOts. l — ] 
And in recent years ojha s among the non-Muslim Chakma tribesmen of the 
Chittagong Hill Tracts have been integrating Muslim scripture and Islamic superhuman 
agencies into their healing rituals, indicating the continued penetration of Islamic 
religious culture beyond the delta and into the adjacent mountains. [ss] 

On the other hand, European observers noted that Bengali mulla s also used the 
Qur'an in purely liturgical, as opposed to magical, contexts. In 1833 Francis Buchanan 
observed that in rural Dinajpur, mulla s "read, or repeat prayers or passages of the 
Koran at marriages, funerals, circumcisions, and sacrifices, for no Muslim will eat 
meat or fowl, over which prayers have not been repeated, before it has been 
killed. ...According to the Kazis, many of these Mollas cannot read, and these only look 
at the book, while they repeat the passages. " [S21 Although the mulla s observed by 
Buchanan were themselves unable to read, they were nonetheless understood by 
their village clients to be tapping into a transcendent source of power, the written 
word, fundamentally greater and more permanent than those known to local 
ritualists. In the same way, it was reported in 1898 that Muslim villagers in Sylhet 
"employ Mullahs to read Koran Shariff a nd allow the merit thereof to be credited to 
the forefathers" 1 — ] — an apparent reference to the same kind of fatiha rituals that 
sanads of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries had authorized for rural 
mosques and shrines. 

All of this points to a progressive expansion in the countryside of the culture of 
literacy— that is, a tendency to confer authority on written religious texts and on 
persons associated with them (whether or not they could read those texts). This 
expanding culture of literacy naturally facilitated the growth of the cult of those 
superhuman agencies with which that culture was most clearly identified. In short, as 
the idea of "the book-as-authority" grew among ever-widening circles of East Bengal's 
rural society— a development clearly traceable from the sixteenth century— so too did 
the "religion of the Book," with its emphasis on the cosmological supremacy of Allah. 


Gender and Islamization 

The evolution of Islam in Bengal illustrates the complex relationship between 
economic base and ideological superstructure, a perennial issue amongst theorists of 
social change. It is evident that the incorporation of indigenous peoples of the eastern 
delta into an expanding peasant society paved the way for their gradual Islamization, 
and in this respect a changing economic base did indeed shape the resultant 
ideological superstructure, or Islam. Yet it is also true that the Islamic vision of the 


proper society as sustained by "the Book," together with the corpus of Perso-Islamic 
popular lore that swept over premodern Bengal, served to pattern the subsequent 
evolution of Muslim culture in the delta. Nowhere is this more visible than in the 
changing status of women in Bengali Muslim communities. 

In moral terms, the Qur'an, which refers repeatedly to "believing men," 

"believing women," and to "Muslim men and Muslim women," places the two sexes in 
a position of absolute equality before God (Qur'an 33:35). But in social terms, women 
are subordinate to men. In the context of seventh-century Arabia, it is true, Qur'anic 
injunctions respecting women doubtless constituted a progressive force: the Qur'an 
emphasizes the just treatment of women, it prohibits female infanticide and the 
inheritance offemale slaves, and it provides legal protection for women in matters like 
inheritance or divorce. But women inherit only half of what men do, and they are 
generally understood as requiring male supervision, as indicated in the following 
Qur'anic verse: 

Men are in charge of women, because Allah hath made the one of them to excel the other, and because they 
spend of their property (for the support of women). So good women are the obedient, guarding in secret that 
which Allah hath guarded. As for those from whom ye fear rebellion, admonish them and banish them to 
beds apart, and scourge them. Then, if they obey you, seek not a way against them. [a3J 

Underlying the content of this passage is a structural hierarchy of authority 
connecting Allah, men, and women. Whereas God and men are grammatical subjects 
and actors, women are objects of action; indeed, much of the chapter entitled 
"Women" (Sura 4:1-43) consists of God's instructions to men as to what they should 
do in respect to women. 

These scriptural norms were gradually translated into social reality in most 
societies that became formally Islamic— including, eventually, in Bengal. They also 
seem to have merged with social practices current among non-Arab civilizations with 
which early Muslims came into contact. Thus, in the seventh century, when pastoral 
Arabs conquered the agrarian societies of Iraq and Syria, Muslim conquerors absorbed 
a wide spectrum of Greek and, especially, Iranian culture. This included what became 
known as the purdah system, or the seclusion of a woman from all men but her own- 
in private apartments at home, and behind a veil if she walked abroad— which had 
long been a mark of privilege in upper-class Byzantine and Sasanian society. [23] By the 
second half of the eighth century, the seclusion of women and the wearing of the veil 
had become official policy at the Abbasid court in Baghdad. Soon urban Muslims of all 
social classes followed the court's example, with the result that by the fourteenth 
century, women had effectively disappeared from public life throughout the Arab 
Muslim world. But this was not yet the case beyond the Arab world, among Turkish, 
Indian, and West African peoples who had been only recently Islamized. Thus the 
great Arab traveler Ibn Battuta (d. 1377) expressed shock at seeing unveiled Muslim 
women in southern Anatolia, Central Asia, the Maidive Islands, and the western 
Sudan. 1231 The Moroccan was especially astonished by the unrestrained social 
movement of Turkish women in Central Asia. [ — ] 

In Bengal, both before and during the rise of Islam, outsiders made similar 
observations. In 1415, before Islam had become a force in the countryside, the Ming 
Chinese ambassador to Bengal noted with apparent reference to wet rice field 
operations that "men and women work in the fields or weave according to the 
season. " [23] Toward the end of the following century, around 1595, Abu'l-fazl recorded 
in his entry for Chittagong that "it is the custom when a chief holds a court, for the 
wives of the military to be present, the men themselves not attending to make their 
obeisance." Referring to Bengal generally, he remarked that "men and women for the 
most part go naked wearing only a cloth ( lungi ) about the loins. The chief public 
transactions fall to the lot of the women." 1261 Although Muslim communities were just 
beginning to appear in the Bengal countryside when Abu'l-fazl wrote these lines, his 
remarks suggest that neither the veiling nor the seclusion of women had yet taken 
hold. 

Still, the normative vision of a segregated society undeniably formed part of 
scriptural Islam, and pressure to realize that vision increased to the extent that 
Islamic literary authority sank roots in Bengali popular culture. The earliest reference 
to a normative gendered division of labor is found in a Bengali version of the story of 
Adam and Eve dating from the late sixteenth century. In Saiyid Sultan's epic poem 
Nabl-Bamsa, the angel Gabriel gives Adam a plow, a yoke, seed, and two bulls, 


advising him that "Niranjan has commanded that agriculture will be your destiny. " [2Z1 
Adam then planted the seed and harvested the crop. At the same time. Eve is given 
fire, with which she learns the art of cooking. [2S] In short, a domestic life would be 
Eve's destiny, just as Adam's vocation would be farming. 

By around 1700 the process of Islamization had proceeded to the point where 
romantic literature set in the Bengali countryside now included Muslim peasants as 
central characters. Yet the gendered division of labor and female seclusion, long 
entrenched in the Islamic heartlands, had still not appeared in the Bengali Muslim 
countryside. The Dewana Madina, a ballad composed by Mansur Baiyeoti around 1700 
and set in the town of Baniyachong in southern Sylhet, tells of a Muslim peasant 
woman's lament for her deceased husband. "Oh Allah," she sobbed, 

what is this that you have written in my forehead?. ..In the good month of November, favoured by the 
harvest-goddess, we both used to reap the autumnal paddy in a hurry lest it should be spoilt by flood or hail- 
storm. My dear husband used to bring home the paddy and I spread them in the sun. Then we both sat down 
to husk the rice. ...In December when our fields would be covered with green crops, my duty was to keep 
watch over them with care. I used to fill his hooka with water and prepare tobacco;— with this in hand I lay 
waiting, looking towards the path, expecting him!. ..When my dear husband made the fields soft and muddy 
with water for transplanting of the new rice-plants, I used to cook rice and await his return home. When he 
busied himself in the fields for this purpose, I handed the green plants over to him for replanting. ...In 
December the biting cold made us tremble in our limbs; my husband used to rise early at cock-crow and 
water the fields of shali crops. I carried fire to the fields and when the cold became unbearable, we both sat 
near the fire and warmed ourselves. We reaped the shali crops together in great haste and with great care. 
How happy we were when after the day's work we retired to rest in our home.® 

If one compares today's Bengali Muslim society with that depicted in this early 
ballad, one sees how far the purdah system has become a reality. Whereas the ballad 
depicts men and women both reaping the rice paddy, spreading it for drying, and 
transplanting young seedlings, today only men perform these operations, while 
women's work is confined to post-harvest operations— winnowing, soaking, parboiling, 
husking— all of which are done within the confines of the farmyard. 1 — ] In the eastern 
delta the principal drive behind the domestication of female labor, according to recent 
studies, has been the popular association of proper Islamic behavior with the purdah 
system— that is, the very system of female seclusion that became normative in 
Muslim Arab societies from the eighth century on. [mI In the predominantly Hindu 
western delta, by contrast, rural women do participate in pre-harvest field 
operations. [122] Similarly, among jhOm cultivating populations of the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts to the immediate east of the delta, where Mughal administration, Muslim 
pioneers, and wet rice agriculture did not penetrate, women are also active in field 
operations— planting, weeding, harvesting, winnowing— and are in general socially 
unconstrained. 1 — ] 

This suggests that among communities that had become nominally Muslim from 
the sixteenth century on, there was a time lag between the appearance of a 
normative vision that separated male and female labor and the eventual realization of 
that vision. As with the increasing attention given to Islamic superhuman agencies, 
this seems to have resulted from the gradual diffusion of men or institutions 
associated with religious literacy— that is, the idea that the written word exerts a 
compelling authority over one's everyday life. 


Summary 

In 1798 Francis Buchanan, an English explorer and servant of the East India 
Company, toured the hilly and forested interior of Chittagong District on official 
business, and incidentally made important observations about the religions of the 
peoples he encountered. Among the "Arakanese" peoples of the Sitakund mountains, 
for example, Buchanan noticed some worship of siva. [ — ] In central Chakaria, he 
found forest-dwelling Muslims who made their living collecting oil, honey, and wax. [iS51 
Further south, among the jhOm cultivators of Ukhia, he found a form of Buddhism 
that he said "differs a good deal from that of the orthodox Burma": their priests were 
styled "pungres," and their chief god was Maha Muni, worshiped in the form of a great 
copper image. 1 — ] On the other hand, in the Cox's Bazar region the Englishman was 
unable to find evidence of religious ideas of any sort. "They said they knew no god 


(Thakur) and that they never prayed to Maha Muni, Ram, nor Khooda" [ — ] — that is, 
deities associated respectively with the Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim traditions. 
Clearly, by the end of the eighteenth century, scripturaliy legitimated religions had as 
yet gained only a tenuous foothold, if any at all, among the jhOm population 
ofBengal's extreme eastern edge. Here Allah— or his Persian equivalent, Khuda —was 
only one among several high gods in current circulation. 
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Like Frangois Pyrard before him, Buchanan seems to have brought into Bengal's 
interior an understanding of religions as static, closed, and mutually exclusive 
systems, each with its own community and its own superhuman beings. For Pyrard, 
these were "Mahometans" and "Gentiles"; for Buchanan, followers of "Maha-moony" 
(i.e., Buddhists), "Mohammedans," and "Hindoos." But what Pyrard and Buchanan 
encountered were systems of religious beliefs and practices that at the folk level were 
strikingly porous and fluid, bounded by no clear conceptual frontiers. In fact, it was 
precisely the fluidity of folk Bengali cosmology that allowed Bengalis to interact 
creatively with exogenous ideas and agencies, as is summarized in table 9. Both 
indigenous and the Islamic cosmologies comprised hierarchies of superhuman 
agencies that included at the upper end one or another high god (or goddess) 
presiding over a cosmos filled with lesser superhuman agencies. Allah was identified 
as the Islamic high god, followed by a host of lesser superhuman agencies, including 
the Prophet Muhammad at the upper end and various charismatic pirs at the lower 
end. Initially, superhuman agencies identified with contemporary Perso-Islamic 
culture were simply included in local cosmologies alongside indigenous powers already 
there. In time, these became identified with those in the indigenous cosmology; still 
later, they were understood to have displaced the latter altogether. 

As with that of any other exogenous agency, however, the advance of Islamic 
superhuman agencies in Bengali cosmologies was always inhibited by the perception 
that they were alien. To be widely accepted, a deity had to be perceived not only as 
powerful and efficacious but as genuinely local. 1 — ] Thus the success of Islam in 
Bengal lay ultimately in the extent to which superhuman beings that had originated in 
Arab culture and subsequently appropriated (and been appropriated by) Hebrew, 
Greek, and Iranian civilizations, succeeded during the sixteenth through eighteenth 
centuries in appropriating (and being appropriated by) Bengali civilization. Initially, 
this involved the association or identification of Islamic with Bengali superhuman 
beings. But when figures like Adam, Eve, and Abraham became identified with central 
leitmotifs of Bengali history and civilization, Islam had become established as 
profoundly and authentically Bengali. 
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11. Conclusion 


Like the strata of a geologic fossil record, place names covering the surface of a map 
silently testify to past historical processes. In Bengal they betray a major theme of 
the delta's history— the advance of agrarian civilization over the forest. Names of 
villages and cities alike speak of clearing marsh or forest, establishing markets, and 
founding urban centers. Suffixes meaning "city" (Beng., -nagar, -pur) refer to an 
endpoint in this process, as in Krishnanagar or Faridpur. Suffixes meaning "market" 
(Beng., -hat-, Pers., -bazar) or "storehouse" (Pers., -ganj) indicate the monetized and 
commercial basis of the movement, as in Bagerhat, Cossimbazar, or Bakarganj. 
Suffixes meaning "cultivated area" (Pers., -abad) point to earlier stages in the process 
(i.e., Murshidabad), while suffixes meaning "clearing" echo its very earliest phase. 
Such is the case with -kati, cognate with the English "cut," found in numerous 
settlements in the eastern delta— for example, Swarupkati or Jhalakati in Barisal 
District. [1] 

The other great theme of the premodern period was the establishment and 
evolution of Islamic society and culture in Bengal. It would be wrong, however, to 
view Islam as some impersonal agency that simply "expanded" across space, time, 
and social class, in the process assimilating great numbers of people into a single 
framework of piety. Rather, the religion was itself continuously reinterpreted as 
different social classes in different periods became its dominant carriers. Thus, in the 
thirteenth century, Islam had been associated with the ruling ethos of the delta's 
Turkish conquerors, and in the cities, at least, such an association persisted for 
several centuries, sustained especially by Sufi shaikhs of the Chishti order. Somewhat 
later, the Mughal conquest permitted an influx of a new elite class of ashraf Muslims— 
immigrants from points west of the delta, or their descendants— who were typically 
administrators, soldiers, mystics, scholars, or long-distance merchants. For them, a 
rich tradition of Persian art and literature served to mediate and inform Islamic piety, 
which most of them subordinated to the secular ethos of Mughal imperialism. By the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, the dominant carriers of Islamic 
civilization in Bengal were not the urban ashraf, but peasant cultivators of the eastern 
frontier, who in extraordinary ways assimilated Islam to their agrarian worldview. 

These two interrelated themes of Bengal's premodern period— agrarian growth 
and Islamization— were products of various forces. Certainly, the cultural 
accommodation achieved during the two and a half centuries between 1342 and 1599 
contributed to the ultimate Islamization of the delta. This period opened with Sultan 
Shams al-Din Ilyas Shah's founding of Bengal's first independent Muslim dynasty and 
closed with the death of 'Isa Khan, the delta's last effective independent ruler prior to 
the Mughal age. Cut off from North India and deprived of fresh military or 
administrative recruits from points west, Bengal's rulers in this period found their 
political moorings in local society and culture, especially after the Raja Ganesh 
revolution of 1410-15. It was at this time, too, that the delta was drawn into an 
Indian Ocean commercial network permeated by an Islamic ethos. This was a "world 
system" not just in Immanuel Wallerstein's narrowly economic sense of the phrase [3] 
but in the wider sense of an arena for the circulation of shared texts and values 
sustained by Sufis, pilgrims, merchants, adventurers, scholars, and soldiers. Both the 
nature of that system and Bengal's inclusion in it are seen in Ibn Battuta's 1345 visit 
to Sylhet: the famous world traveler had gone there not to engage in trade but to 
gain the spiritual blessings of a renowned holy man, Shah Jalal. 

Yet the political accommodations that characterized the sultanate period and the 
delta's inclusion in the Indian Ocean culture system were not, of themselves, 
sufficient to bring about the emergence of Islam as a mass religion. This outcome 
occurred in the context of other historical forces, among them the shift of the 
epicenter of agrarian civilization from the western delta to the eastern hinterland. This 
in turn was a function of a long-term eastward movement of the great river systems 
that bore the silt and fresh water necessary for wet rice agriculture— a chronologically 
deep ecological process corresponding to Fernand Braudel's understanding of 
structure or longue duree. in A decisive moment was reached in the late sixteenth 
century when the Ganges River linked up with the Padma, as a consequence of which 
the Ganges's main discharge flowed directly into the heart of the eastern delta. By 
momentous coincidence, this happened about the time that Akbar launched efforts to 
incorporate the entire delta into the Mughal Empire, thereby ending Bengal's two and 


a half centuries of political isolation from North India. As a result, the Ganges carried 
the Mughal conquerors straight into what had been for the Bengal sultans a distant, 
forested hinterland. There the new rulers planted their provincial headquarters. 

To be sure, Dhaka was selected as the Mughals' provincial capital for strategic 
reasons: Raja Man Singh and Islam Khan needed a staging site for subduing 
independent-minded chieftains who had taken refuge in the eastern hinterland. 
However, the choice of Dhaka had far-reaching implications, since it concentrated the 
Mughals' political energies on the part of the delta that, having just become its most 
active sector ecologically, was ripest for agrarian expansion. Once recalcitrant 
chieftains had submitted to imperial authority, Mughal officers in Dhaka endeavored 
to deepen the roots of that authority at more local levels. In the western delta, where 
a functioning agrarian order had long been in place, the Mughals simply overwhelmed 
or coopted existing elites ( zamlndars ) much as they had already done with those of 
the upper Gangetic Plain. But the eastern hinterland— virtually the whole delta east of 
the Karatoya and south of the Padma— was, in the early seventeenth century, still 
largely undeveloped, a region covered by marsh or forest. Here the problem was not 
so much winning over the local gentry as creating one, and at the same time creating 
an agrarian base. 

In the east, then, agrarian and political frontiers collapsed into one. From Sylhet 
through Chittagong the government fused the political goal of deepening its authority 
among dependent clients rooted on the land, with the economic goal of expanding the 
arable land area. A principal instrument for achieving these goals was the land grant 
that aimed at the agricultural development of the forested hinterland. Data for the 
entire delta are not available, but those for the modern-day districts of Dhaka, 
Bakarganj, Sylhet, and Chittagong suggest the general movement. Although 
Vaishnava temples, saiva temples, and individual Brahmans received numerous forest 
grants, the bulk of these went to members of Islam's religious gentry— petty mullas, 
pilgrims returned from Mecca, preachers, and holy men (p/Ts)— men who had 
overseen, or had undertaken to oversee, the clearing of forest and the construction of 
mosques or shrines. Although humble in physical appearance, these institutions 
became the nuclei of new communities, attracting local or distant labor for clearing 
the forest and working the rice fields included in the grants. These institutions also 
possessed considerable cultural influence, becoming the nuclei for the diffusion of 
Islamic ideals along the eastern frontier. In this way Islam gradually became 
associated with economic development and agricultural productivity. 

In short, Bengal's eastern zone was not only an agrarian and political frontier, 
but also a cultural one, as Islam became locally understood as a civilization-building 
ideology, a religion of the plow. According to the Nabl-Bamsa, Saiyid Sultan's epic 
poem composed in the late sixteenth century, the father of the human race, Adam, 
had made his earthly appearance on Sondwip Island, off Bengal's southeastern coast. 
There the angel Gabriel instructed him to go to Arabia, where at Mecca he would 
construct the original Ka'aba. [ - ] When this was accomplished, Gabriel gave Adam a 
plow, a yoke, two bulls, and seed, addressing him with the words, "Niranjan [God] 
has commanded that agriculture will be your destiny ( bhal )." Adam then planted the 
seeds, harvested the crop, ground the grain, and made bread . 151 Present-day Muslim 
cultivators attach a similar significance to Adam's career. Cultivators of Pabna District 
identify the earth's soil, from which Adam was made, as the source of Adam's power 
and of his ability to cultivate the earth. In their view, farming the earth successfully is 
the fundamental task of all mankind, not only because they themselves have also 
come from (i.e., were nurtured by the fruit of) the soil, but because it was God's 
command to Adam that he reduce the earth to the plow. It was by farming the earth 
that Adam obeyed God, thereby articulating his identity as the first man and as the 
first Muslim. Hence all men descended from Adam, in this view, can most fully 
demonstrate their obedience to God— and indeed, their humanity— by cultivating the 
earth. [fi] 

Similar ideas are found in Saiyid Sultan's treatment of Abraham, the supreme 
patriarch of Judeo-Christian-Islamic civilization. Born and raised in a forest, Abraham 
traveled to Palestine, where he attracted tribes from nearby lands, mobilized local 
labor to cut down the forest, and built a holy place, Jerusalem's Temple, where 
prayers could be offered to Niranjan. [z] It is obvious that the main themes of 


Abraham's life as recorded by Saiyid Sultan— his sylvan origins, his recruitment of 
nearby tribesmen, his leadership in clearing the forest, and his building a house of 
prayer— precisely mirrored the careers of the hundreds of pioneering pirs and petty 
'ulama who, during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, mobilized local clients in the 
Bengali countryside for just such activities. 

The religious authority possessed by the hundreds of tiny mosques and shrines 
that sprang up along the eastern frontier was enhanced by, among other things, the 
simultaneous diffusion of papermaking technology. Traceable to the fifteenth century 
and unmistakably identified with Islamic civilization— the Bengali for "paper" and 
"pen" are both Perso-Arabic loan words— the new technology fostered attitudes that 
endowed the written word with an authority qualitatively different from oral authority. 
With the proliferation of books and the religious gentry in the countryside, a "culture 
of literacy" began to spread far beyond the state's bureaucratic sector or the delta's 
urban centers. Contemporary government sources confirm that Qur'an readers were 
attached to rural mosques and shrines as part of their endowments, while Bengali 
sources dating from the fifteenth century refer to the magical power popularly 
attributed to the Qur'an. In particular, the culture of literacy endowed the cult of Allah 
with a kind of authority— that of the unchangeable written word— that preliterate 
forest cults had lacked. For, apart from those areas along the older river valleys 
where Hindu civilization had already made inroads among indigenous peoples, most of 
the eastern hinterland was populated by communities lightly touched, if touched at 
all, by Hindu culture. In the east, then, Islam came to be understood as the religion, 
not only of the ax and the plow, but also of the book. 

Moreover, the frontier folk of the eastern delta do not appear to have perceived 
Islam as alien, or as a closed, exclusive system to be accepted or rejected as a whole. 
Today one habitually thinks of world religions as self-contained "culture-boxes" with 
well-defined borders respecting belief and practice. But such a static or fixed 
understanding of religion does not apply to the premodern Bengal frontier, a fluid 
context in which Islamic superhuman agencies, typically identified with local 
superhuman agencies, gradually seeped into local cosmologies that were themselves 
dynamic. This "seepage" occurred over such a long period of time that one can at no 
point identify a specific moment of "conversion," or any single moment when peoples 
saw themselves as having made a dramatic break with the past. To a greater degree 
than elsewhere in India, Islam in Bengal absorbed so much local culture and became 
so profoundly identified with Bengal's long-term process of agrarian expansion, that in 
its formative years the cultivating classes never seem to have regarded it as 
"foreign"— even though some Muslim and Hindu literati and foreign observers did. [sl 
As late as the early twentieth century, Muslim cultivators retained indigenous names 
like Chand, Pal, and Dutt. [a] In the context of premodern Bengal, then, it would seem 
inappropriate to speak of the "conversion" of "Hindus" to Islam. What one finds, 
rather, is an expanding agrarian civilization, whose cultural counterpart was the 
growth of the cult of Allah. This larger movement was composed of several 
interwoven processes: the eastward movement and settlement of colonizers from 
points west, the incorporation of frontier tribal peoples into the expanding agrarian 
civilization, and the natural population growth that accompanied the diffusion or the 
intensification of wet rice agriculture and the production of surplus food grains. 

Because this growth process combined natural, political, economic, and cultural 
forces, we find in eastern Bengal a remarkable congruence between a socioeconomic 
system geared to the production of wet rice and a religious ideology that conferred 
special meaning on agrarian life. It is thus hardly surprising that in the twentieth 
century, Bengali Muslim villagers have been found to refuse, whenever possible, to 
engage in non-cultivating occupations. A 1913 village survey in Dhaka District noted 
that the Muslims "entirely fall upon agriculture as their only source of income, and 
unless driven to the last stage of starvation they never hire themselves for any kind 
of service, which is looked upon with contempt on their part." [jm] In 1908 the 
gazetteer for Khulna District noted that the Muslim masses "are descendants of semi- 
Hinduized aborigines, principally Chandals and Pods" who "do not, however, know or 
admit that they are the descendants of converts to Islam; according to them they are 
the tillers of the soil." [ — ] 


Such attitudes, however, were not and are not shared by the ashraf, the small 
but influential class of mainly urban Muslims who perpetuated the Mughals' ruling- 
class mentality, cultivated Urdu and Persian, and typically claimed ancestral origins 
west of the delta. If the rural masses saw themselves as good Muslims because they 
cultivated the soil, the ashraf disdained the plow and refused to touch it. c — ] Members 
of this social class typically viewed their ancestors as men who had come to India to 
administer a vast empire, and not to join indigenous peasants as fellow cultivators. 
Herein lay the basis of a social cleavage between rural Muslims and non-cultivating 
ashraf that would further widen in the context of the political and religious 
movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. [13] 

The findings summarized above refute stereotypes found in both Indian 
historiography and Islamic studies. One of these is the tendency to see the Mughal 
Empire in the eighteenth century as hopelessly mired in decline, disorder, chaos, and 
collapse. In part, this view grew out of a British imperial historiographical tradition 
serving to legitimize the European conquest and occupation of India by contrasting 
the alleged dynamism of "modern" (i.e., British imperial) India with the alleged chaos 
or stagnation of "traditional" (i.e., pre-British) India. In part, too, the view of the 
eighteenth century as one of endemic decline and disorder grew out of a centrist bias 
common to both British imperial and Mughal schools of historiography. Viewed from 
the parapets of the imperial Red Fort in Delhi, things did indeed look bad throughout 
most of the eighteenth century: revenue failed to arrive from the provinces, rebellions 
sprang up everywhere, and governors acted independently of central authority. 1 — ] 
Written by courtiers steeped in a "Red Fort view" of India, contemporary court 
chronicles naturally reflected a centrist perspective, as did subsequent histories based 
on such materials. 

Original sources for the history of premodern Bengal reveal a very different 
picture, however. In place of a stagnant or decadent society, one sees one 
characterized by physical expansion and religious integration, a picture of both 
Mughal and Islamic ascendancy. Here, however, one must distinguish between the 
empire as centralized imperial power— the ability of officials in Delhi to elicit obedience 
on the political periphery— and the empire as a bureaucratic and ideological 
framework, as a cultural system. It is the latter vision of the Mughal empire that this 
study has emphasized. For, even while central power in Delhi declined, rendering 
Bengal effectively independent from the second decade of the eighteenth century on, 
the ideological and bureaucratic structure of Mughal imperialism continued to expand 
in the Bengal delta. 1 — ] Beginning in the seventeenth century and continuing right up 
to the advent of British power in 1760, including the period from around 1712 when 
central imperial authority visibly disintegrated, eastern Bengal experienced 
unparalleled growth, as vast stretches of forest were cut and its land cleared for 
cultivation. Settlers moving into these areas gave religious and political direction to 
newly established agrarian communities, into which local peoples were absorbed, 
while provincial officials carved new revenue units around these agrarian settlements, 
thereby integrating them into the Mughal bureaucratic and ideological framework. 

Thus the local history of Bengal, like those of eighteenth-century Awadh and Punjab 
as studied by Muzaffar Alam, tl6] or of Maharashtra as studied by Andre Wink, [lz] 
demonstrates the degree of provincial growth that took place under the banner of 
Mughal imperialism even while the imperial center experienced visible decline. 

Secondly, European colonialists have long stereotyped the Muslim clergy, or 
'ulama, as a conservative class of men obstinately hostile to "change." Aware that 
North Africa, India, and Indonesia had all been ruled by Muslims prior to the rise of 
European imperialism, French, British, and Dutch colonial officials anxiously suspected 
Muslim resentment of their rule in those regions. In 1871 W. W. Hunter published an 
influential book that portrayed India's 'ulama as stagnant, unprogressive, 
disenfranchised, and potentially seditious— a stereotype that lingered long after the 
close of the colonial era. 1 — ] Evidence presented in this study, however, has pointed to 
the dynamic role played by Bengal's religious gentry in advancing the frontiers of both 
the Mughal political-ideological system and the Islamic world. 

A stereotype common among Islamicists is the understanding of Islam as an 
essentially "urban" religion: a religion of shopkeepers and artisans focused on the city 
or town bazaar, or of administrators and scholars focused on madrasas, mosques, and 


courts of law. All these were natural orientations of members of the ashraf who 
cultivated administration and education, wrote books, and claimed to speak on behalf 
of Bengali Muslims generally. Men like Khondkar Fuzli Rubbee and Abu A. Ghuznavi, 
discussed in Chapter 5 , illustrate both the perspective and the intellectual influence of 
this social class. But the association of Islam with urban culture, assumed by ashraf 
Muslims, has led scholars to ignore the overwhelmingly rural nature of Islam in the 
Bengal delta. This study has sought to correct this by drawing attention to the 
agrarian basis of the ethnogenesis of the vast majority of Bengali Muslims. 

Finally, from a world history perspective, the Bengali experience with religious 
growth was perhaps not at all unique. There is at least one other case— western 
Java— in which Islam grew in tandem with deforestation, agrarian expansion, and the 
establishment of small mosques on lands granted by the state. 1 — ] A better-known 
parallel is found in the history of Christianity in northern Europe. From the sixth 
century and especially between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries (" t'age des 
grands defrichements," according to French writers), monastic orders like the 
Benedictines and the Cistercians actively planted monasteries in wooded regions, 
where they took the lead in clearing forests, converting unbelievers, and extending 
agriculture. Especially noteworthy are the religious aspects of this process: the 
desacralization of the forest, the Christianization of native peoples, and the 
sanctification of pioneering monks. [2e] "As they pushed into the woodlands and felled 
the trees," writes Richard Koebner, monks "helped to dispel that religious awe which 
the Germans had to overcome before they would attack thick forest. The attraction of 
the Church's miraculous powers was transferred to the holy men in the woods, and 
brought the laity to settle near them." [ — ] Although the early movement's austere 
pioneers were succeeded by rich landlords who managed wealthy estates, we should 
not ignore the civilization-building role that monastic establishments had earlier 
played in the forests of northern Europe. 

Viewed historically, religious systems are created, cultural artifacts, and not 
timeless structures lying beyond human societies. As such they are continuously 
reinterpreted and readapted to particular sociocultural environments. Yet even while 
this happens, religious traditions transform those environments in creative ways. 
Herein lies, perhaps, the secret of the successful world religions, for when they are 
not flexible or adaptable, they tend to ossify into hollow shells, and survive only in 
museums or forgotten texts. Christianity would never have flourished— and perhaps 
not even have survived— had it not absorbed a great part of both the imperial culture 
and the Germanic popular culture of the late Roman Empire. [22] 

This is no less true of Islam and the Bengal frontier. In the "success stories" of 
world religions, and the story of Islam in Bengal is among these, the norms of religion 
and the realities of local sociocultural systems ultimately accommodate one another. 
Although theorists, theologians, or reformers may resist this point, it seems 
nonetheless to be intuitively grasped by common folk. A famous proverb, known 
throughout Bengal and northern India and uttered usually with a smile, implicitly links 
social status with Islamically legitimated titles: 


The first year I was a Shaikh, the second year a Khan; 

This year if the price of grain is low I'll become a Saiyid. 1 ^ 1 

What made Islam in Bengal not only historically successful but a continuing vital 
social reality has been its capacity to adapt to the land and the culture of its people, 
even while transforming both. 
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